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The Hong Kong Museum of History's permanent exhibition, "The Hong 
Kong Story", presents and interprets the heritage and history of Hong Kong. This 
thesis, in studying "The Hong Kong Story", examines the presentation of Hong 
Kong's history as both a kind of memory construction and as an identity 
construction; it explores how local history is being presented, and how the 
exhibition attempts to construct a sense of 'who we are’ among the Hong Kong 
people. Furthermore，it discusses the attitudes of museum visitors towards the 
exhibition and the relationship between their interpretations and their own cultural 
backgrounds. The results of the study show not only that the exhibition brings 
about a sense of nostalgic remembrance, but also that it carries certain underlying 
social and political implications, and makes people conscious both of their history 
and of their identity. Indeed, the exhibition tells people not just about Hong 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.1 Research Questions 
By focusing on the permanent exhibition "The Hong Kong Story" at the Hong 
Kong Museum of History', this research explores both the ways in which the 
Museum presents and interprets the cultural heritage and history of Hong Kong, and 
the ways it fosters the construction of cultural identity through the exhibition. In this 
study, 'identity' refers to the concept of recognizing and feeling oneself as being part 
of the community (Mathews 2000), and it denotes the way that Hong Kong 
Chinese 一those who were bom and raised in Hong Kong, or those who were bom in 
the Mainland and finally settled in Hong Kong— define themselves in relation to 
Hong Kong and to Mainland China (Lau 1997). 
I will first examine how the cultural heritage and history of Hong Kong is being 
presented and interpreted in "The Hong Kong Story", and will answer the question: 
what does the Museum intend to depict through the exhibition? I will also compare 
the current exhibition and the Museum's previous permanent exhibition, "The Story 
of Hong Kong", and will address some of the changes and differences between these 
two exhibitions. 
Secondly, I will attempt to study the exhibition's construction of cultural identity. 
‘Hereafter, "the Museum". 
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I will analyze how the Museum portrays the cultural identity of Hong Kong through 
"The Hong Kong Story", and will answer the question: how does the exhibition 
intend to influence the construction of a sense of identity among the Hong Kong 
people? I will focus my attention on the makers of the exhibition: what do they want 
to express through the exhibition? How and why are certain parts of Hong Kong's 
history revealed? 
Thirdly, I will take visitors' points of view and study their attitudes to, and 
interpretations of, the exhibition 一whether the exhibition has shaped or influenced 
their sense of cultural identity. In addition to ascertaining whether the exhibition has 
influenced their sense of identity, I will attempt to study the relationship between 
visitors' interpretations of the exhibition and their own cultural backgrounds. 
1.2 Background to the research 
Before further discussing the focus of this study 一the presentations and 
representations of the museum exhibition and its effectiveness in influencing 
people's identity construction— we will first look at the historical development of 
Hong Kong and its relation to the construction of a cultural identity among the Hong 
Kong people. 
Hong Kong has long been seen as a place which has 'the best of both 
worlds' —where expressions of culture from both Chinese and overseas traditions 
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can be found. Further, throughout the colonial period, Hong Kong underwent a 
process of transformation, emerging as a capitalist city somewhat different from 
Mainland China in terms of its social, economic, cultural and political practices. 
Hong Kong has emerged as one of the world's most cosmopolitan cities, and cultural 
heterogeneity is, thus, deeply rooted. Over the years, the Hong Kong people have 
developed an ambivalence to the idea of being "Chinese", even though most of them 
are, indeed, immigrants from the Mainland who settled in Hong Kong in the days of 
the colonial administration. 
The literature has, however, shown that although Hong Kong became a British 
colony in the 1840s, the connection between the territory and Mainland China has 
never been completely broken. Certain kinds of relationships have been continuously 
maintained. During the early years of the colonial administration, for example, the 
people of the Mainland could still come to and leave Hong Kong freely. Further, 
people in Hong Kong actively participated in movements that originated in Mainland 
China, like the 1911 Revolution and the May Fourth Movement, and in so doing 
expressed a strong sense of patriotism (Chan 1995; Endacott 1964; Siu 1996). 
However, these relations later experienced a rapid transformation because of 
significant changes that occurred in the social and political life of Mainland China, as 
well as the evolution of the colonial experience of Hong Kong in the post-war period 
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(Baker 1983; Ma 1996). In addition, the majority of those early immigrants from 
China, after gradually settling down in Hong Kong, had participated in building up 
the local economy and community. Unlike their grandparents and parents, these 
locally-bom "Hong Kong people" had no nostalgic memory of the Mainland, and 
they, accordingly, felt no strong sentimental bond towards the Mainland (Ng 1994; 
Siu 1996). Furthermore, the issue of the ‘1997 Handover' seemed to indicate that an 
identity which centred on Hong Kong had developed (Chan 1994; Choi 1990; 
Mathews 1997). 
Lau (1997) has referred to cultural identity as a blurred and multi-dimensional 
concept. In this light, the identity of the Hong Kong people can be viewed from 
many different aspects, including the political and cultural perspectives. Hong 
Kong's political identity, for instance, can be articulated in the sense that, while 
China has already resumed sovereignty over Hong Kong, and people are supposed to 
have a much stronger sense of attachment to Chinese values and practices, Hong 
Kong has retained its own distinctive features. The Hong Kong people continue to 
practice aspects of both the western and the Chinese cultures, and remain proud of 
the prosperity that has flourished in Hong Kong. 
The differences between the historical, economic, political, and social processes 
that Hong Kong and Mainland China have experienced since 1949 have very much 
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contributed to the construction of a Hong Kong identity, and have produced a sense 
of cultural superiority among the Hong Kong people. This may lead Hong Kong 
people to consider themselves as having a distinct identity from the Mainland. This 
shift or divergence of identities, combined with the kind of heterogeneous cultural 
and historical contexts that the Hong Kong people have experienced —in sensing 
one's cultural identity as sometimes closer to "Hongkongese", sometimes to 
"Chinese", or at times between both identities— allows for the identity issues of the 
Hong Kong people to be explored in depth. Questions like: 'how will the Hong Kong 
people perceive their own cultural identity after being colonized for over a century?' 
and ‘how will they interpret their acquired identity?' will increase our understanding 
of how "Hong Kong people" see themselves. Not only that, but theories on cultural 
identity and the construction of identity will also contribute rich supplementary data 
on the ways a people's sense of identity can be shaped or influenced by the local 
history that they absorb, particularly by means of social institutions like history 
museums. 
From the above, we can see that the construction of a cultural identity among the 
Hong Kong people is closely related to the historical background of the territory. 
Accordingly, the ways in which people leam or comprehend history are often 
significant to their own identity construction. A history museum can be one of the 
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public channels by which people leam local history. Accordingly, the ways in which 
the history museum in Hong Kong illustrates local history can reveal how the past 
constructed by its exhibitions connects to people's senses of their present selves. 
Studying this means of illustrating the past can, therefore, show the role and 
significance of the museum in maintaining and constructing a people's sense of 
identity. 
A museum presents and exhibits the cultural heritage of a given place. Some of 
its exhibitions may evoke certain kinds of responses from, and even change the 
perceptions of, their audiences as those audiences view the local history or culture. 
Visitors' reactions and responses may, further, also express their sense of self. The 
museum experience may also engage the visitors in some interactive ways. Such 
interactive experiences can provide opportunities for meeting local visitors' need for 
social esteem. Through such interactions, local visitors can express their own sense 
of identity, and may build connections with other local visitors as well. 
In addition, museums were traditionally conceived of as social institutions 
dedicated to the delivery of authentic ideas and knowledge. This kind of 
institutionalised authority and knowledge may thus facilitate the ability of museums 
to decide how the past should be displayed and 're-created'. Therefore, we may note 
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that, since museums are social institutions that obtain such power?, their means of 
coping with 'the past' is often considered authoritative. By presenting and 
interpreting the displays that comprise its exhibitions, the museum often employs 
different means of portraying its own images of 'the past', and may promote, stress 
or deny certain cultural and historical characteristics, as well as connections between 
local and non-local people. The character of these decisions may hold a certain 
measure of influence over the construction of a people's cultural identity, since the 
museum is, as noted, essentially authorized by the government to present and 
represent the history and culture of an area. 
1.3 Research site 
I chose the Hong Kong Museum of History as my study site for two reasons. 
First，it is the only museum in Hong Kong where there is a permanent exhibition 
presenting the general flows of Hong Kong's history. Therefore, through the 
exhibition, people may obtain a more general understanding of the historical 
development of Hong Kong. 
"The Hong Kong Story" is the Museum's current permanent exhibition. By 
selecting, presenting and interpreting the exhibits within, the Museum tells the story 
of the cultural heritage and historical development of Hong Kong. Since a permanent 
2 In this thesis, 'power' denotes the authority and influence that may facilitate the museums to decide 
how the past should be displayed and delivered. 
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exhibition is often regarded as the soul of a museum, how "The Hong Kong Story" 
presents the history of Hong Kong conveys the standpoint of the Museum, and it may 
also expose certain tactics used and politics conveyed in the presentation of historical 
knowledge and on those uses of the past that deserve comprehensive study. 
Secondly, the Museum has the mission of educating the public about local history, 
and it may also contribute both to the development of people's knowledge and 
perceptions of Hong Kong and to their senses of identity. Since the construction of 
the local "Chinese" or "Hongkongese" identities is closely related to the historical 
background of Hong Kong, looking at how the local history museum presents the 
history of the territory will help us understand more about the ways in which the 
Museum influences the construction of the Hong Kong people's identity, in addition 
to the cultural and social significances of the exhibition. The Hong Kong Museum of 
History is, therefore, a place where the constructions and negotiations of cultural 
identity work together with the history of Hong Kong. 
Further information on the historical development, structure, missions, and the 
previous and current permanent exhibitions of the Hong Kong Museum of History 
will be introduced in Chapter Three. 
1.4 Methodology 
My fieldwork started in mid-May of 2003. I conducted seven in-depth interviews 
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with museum professionals working at the Hong Kong Museum of History, and these 
seven people were selected because they are either working in senior positions at the 
Museum or because they were involved in the creation of the different galleries 
comprising the permanent exhibition "The Hong Kong Story". Each interview was 
carried out in the conference room or in the staff member's personal office inside the 
Museum, and each lasted between forty-five and ninety minutes. Each of the 
museum staff offered valuable data which contributed to my understanding more 
about the planning and structure of the Museum, the intentions underlying the design 
of the exhibition, the criteria and decisions involved in the display of exhibits and the 
presentation of Hong Kong's history, the differences between the two "Hong Kong 
Story" exhibitions, and their responses to and interpretations of the comments 
brought forward by museum visitors. Each museum professional who acted as an 
informant in the research has been given a pseudonym, such as ‘staff X，，in order to 
protect their position and status within the Hong Kong Museum of History. 
I also conducted interviews with thirty-seven museum visitors. Face-to-face 
interviews were carried out, since I wanted the visitors to talk more about their 
feelings towards, or comments about, the exhibition as a means of seeing how they 
had interpreted "The Hong Kong Story" and of ascertaining their own senses of 
cultural identity and the impact the exhibition had had on their own identity. Each 
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interview lasted from about twenty to forty minutes, and these took place mainly 
inside the Museum Refreshment Corner^ 
Of these thirty-seven interviewees, seventeen were female and twenty were male. 
In order to gain the opinions of a wide cross-section of the population, and to see 
how people from diverse cultural backgrounds perceive and interpret Hong Kong's 
history, the exhibition, and their own sense of cultural identity in different ways, I 
talked mainly with four groups of people, including: 
• Twelve who were bom in Mainland China and moved to Hong Kong early 
in life; 
參 Twelve who were bom and brought up locally in Hong Kong; 
參 Seven new immigrants who came and settled in Hong Kong only recently; 
• Six who were bom neither in the Mainland nor in Hong Kong (for example, 
tourists and expatriates) 
The list below shows the general background of the informants according to groups. 
A) Visitors who were born in the Mainland and moved to Hong Kong early in 
life 
Pseudonym Age Sex Years in Hong Kong Level of Education 
Peggy 21 F 14 Secondary school graduate 
Barry 23 M 19 University graduate 
Raymond 28 M 25 Secondary school graduate 
3 Located on the ground floor of the Museum, where food and drinks are provided. There were some 
cases in which I conducted the interview outside the Museum, for example: when no seats were 
available in the Refreshment Corner, or when the Museum/Refreshment Corner was about to close. In 
such cases, the interview was carried out either on the bench located just outside the Museum, or at 
any cafe nearby. 
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Ivy 43 F 30 Primary school graduate 
Helen 47 F More than 30 Secondary school graduate 
Ping 52 F About 40 Secondary school graduate 
Man 54 M About 40 Primary school graduate 
Ken 59 M About 40 Primary school graduate 
Keung 60 M About 40 Primary school graduate 
Tung 64 M 44 Primary school level 
Mei 66 F About 40 Primary school level 
Kwong 71 M About 30-40 Primary school level 
B) Visitors who were born and brought up in Hong Kong 
Pseudonym Age Sex Level of education Supplementary data 
Tony 19 M Secondary school graduate 
Daphne 21 F University graduate 
Fai 21 M Secondary school graduate 
Rosanne 22 F University graduate 
Phyllis 22 F University graduate Living in Europe 
(Switzerland, Germany, -
Italy, and Britain) for the 
past 5 years 
Bon 23 M University graduate 
Joyce 25 F Secondary school graduate 
Melvin 26 M University graduate 
Carol 31 F Secondary school graduate 
Jimmy 40 M Secondary school graduate 
Hung 50 F Former secondary school 
graduate 
Luk 53 M Primary school graduate 
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C) Visitors who came and settled in Hong Kong only recently (New immigrants) 
Pseudonym Age Sex Years in Hong Kong Level of Education 
Mark 19 M 3 Secondary school graduate 
Alan 25 M 5 Former secondary school graduate 
Denise 27 F 2 Secondary school graduate 
Ka Yee 35 F 4 Secondary school graduate 
Don 36 F 4 Former secondary school graduate 
Yan 40 F 2 Former secondary school graduate 
Paul 42 M 3-4 Former secondary school graduate 
D) Visitors who were neither born in the Mainland nor Hong Kong (Tourists 
and expatriates) 
Pseudonym Age Sex Place of origin 
Chung 19 M Taiwan 
Simon 25 M Britain 
Janice 30 F Canada 
Wai 48 M Mainland China 
Mike 52 M Australia 
Tammy 62 F Canada 
In addition, I conducted fifty free listings with the museum visitors before 
conducting the in-depth interviews. Free listing is a simple way for informants to 
express and organize their comments, given that the data are noted and presented in a 
clear manner. Conducting these free listings enabled me to obtain, for instance, what 
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people think that "The Hong Kong Story" should contain, and why people think 
these aspects of the exhibition are important. 
I asked the visitors to free list according to two criteria. The first criterion asked 
them to free list and explain what they would put in the "Story" of Hong Kong were 
they asked to tell it themselves. From these results, I intended to 'read' the visitors 
own versions of ‘Hong Kong's story'. Doing so enabled me to grasp whether "The 
Hong Kong Story" accords with, or leaves out, any of these 'stories', and what they 
are. The second criterion asked the visitors to free list any of the sections of the 
exhibition that they found particularly impressive 一either the perceptions and 
interpretations are positive or negative一，and then asked for further explanations. In 
this way, I acquired both some fundamental and some essential understandings about 
which parts of the exhibition induced more intense feedback or deeper impressions 
among the museum visitors, as well as the reasons why such reactions might have 
been induced. From these free listings, I was able to obtain some fundamental 
knowledge, prior to my conducting the in-depth interviews with museum staff and 
visitors, with regards to the perceptions of the museum's audience. 
I also engaged in participant observation within the Museum. I carried out textual 
analysis and visited the exhibition to see what its galleries illustrate and to familiarize 
myself with how it presents and interprets the history of Hong Kong. I paid particular 
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attention to the content, the settings and the displays of the exhibition, and tried to 
gauge how these different elements work together to show the kind of past that the 
Museum portrays. 
While engaged in participant observation, I also watched and listened to visitors' 
responses and reactions towards the displays in some parts of the exhibition —from 
some of the exhibited items to the short movies— and noted down their reactions. By 
so doing, I was able to obtain some supplementary information about their direct and 
immediate reactions to the exhibition displays that may not have been attainable 
during the interviews. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
2.1 Cultural identity and its relation to the past 
Some scholars have pointed out that, because of globalization and 
modernization, people may develop a feeling of ‘rootlessness’ and uncertainty 
towards both their society and themselves (Merriman 1999; Walsh 1992). People 
may, therefore, hope to find a more secure sense of identity by looking for their 
'roots' and for the nostalgic past (Layton 2001; Walsh 1992). 
It has been argued that the construction of a people's collective identity often 
involves some sense of the past (Bender 2001). Scholars believe that the preservation 
of the past thus becomes a part of the process of preserving the present, and also of 
preserving one's own identity. Mageo (2001) asserts that it is through assertions of 
collective memories, such as history and tradition, that people build up their sense of 
cultural identity. Mageo indicates that, very often, cultural identity is conceived of as 
an "ideological presentation of culture" (Mageo 2001: 2), and that when we study 
cultural identity in terms of the past, identities may appear to become "sites of transit 
between layers of historical experience" (Mageo 2001: 2). Mageo is, therefore, 
convinced that the constructed past is intimately intertwined with people's senses of 
self in the present, as well as with their cultural identity. 
Lowenthal (1985: 41) also contends that the past is essential to people's senses 
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of identity, and that the competence to recollect and identify with one's past can 
enable one to search for one's own meanings and values. He paraphrases Wyatt 
(1964) in stating that: "the sureness of 'I was' is a necessary component of the 
sureness of ‘I am，” (Wyatt 1964: 319). Spitzer (1999: 92), too, indicates that, through 
constructing a link between a "self-in-present" and the image of a "self-in-past", the 
nostalgic past plays an important role in the reconstruction of an individual's cultural 
identity. 
Mageo further notes that, in colonial situations, people's senses of self may 
seem complicated, and people are likely to compromise their cultural identities. 
Mageo states that, in places subject to a colonial administration, people are likely to 
have a more complicated sense of their own cultural identity, given that they may 
have been exposed to different political, economic and cultural practices, as well as 
to new forms of education. People may, therefore, perceive their sense of self as 
intricate, and will likely reconcile and negotiate their identities in different ways, 
depending on the given situation. 
In summary, it has been argued that one's sense of identity is often closely 
related to the history of one's place or oneself, and that the past often enables people 
to create a sense of belonging by reminding them of their history and heritage. 
However, the aforementioned studies seem insufficient in explaining how 'the past' 
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is being generated or constructed by the self, and they have not discussed the actual 
cultural and political manipulations of history effected by different groups of people 
and social institutions. These insufficiencies need to be addressed. 
In this thesis, I will adopt Mageo's (2001) and Spitzer's (1999) conception in 
addressing the issue of how the past has been reconstructed in one type of social 
institution —the history museum; and how and whether such a reconstructed 'past' 
has influenced people's construction of their identities. This approach can add 
knowledge and ethnological data to our understanding of the construction of both the 
past and of people's identity. 
2.2 The museum as a place for the creation and representation of the past 
The 'past' is often viewed as somewhat remote and different. Lowenthal (1985) 
discusses this philosophical issue in his book “The past is a foreign country", in 
which he illustrates people's relations to the past and the significance of the past in 
shaping their lives. Lowenthal shows that, although the past looks distant, it often 
enables one to make sense of the present and to build up an understanding and 
perception of both the historical and the contemporary world. Since the past remains 
an influential force in people's lives, it needs to be addressed and presented to, as 
well as preserved and interpreted for, the public by the social institutions charged 
with its oversight. One of these institutions is the museum. 
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Since the late-twentieth century, both the role of museums in presenting the past 
to society and the empowerment, communications, and relationships between the 
museum and its visitors have been the object of increasing interest and attention. 
Many studies have attempted to examine representations of the past in museums (see 
for example, Karp and Lavine 1991; Macdonald and Fyfe 1996; Vergo 1989)，the 
communications between museums and visitors (i.e. Hooper-Greenhill 1994, 1995; 
Kavanagh 1991，among the others), and how museum presentations influence 
people's perceptions of the past (see for example, Macdonald 1998; Walsh 1992). 
Growing numbers of studies are also focused on Chinese contexts (National Museum 
of History 1998; Wang 1991, 1992).' 
The museum plays an important role in presenting the past. Since the influence 
of the past is not often apparent in people's daily lives, it is necessary to present and 
illustrate this 'past' in museums so that it can be 'viewed' by the public. However, is 
the 'past' presented in museums an objective reflection of events as they really 
happened? Wood and Cotton (1999) have studied this issue, and argue that museum 
exhibitions are actually just representations of the past. They point out that museum 
exhibitions are "samples" and "interpretations", as well as a "creation" of the past 
(Wood and Cotton 1999: 28). There is a growing awareness that museum exhibitions 
‘There are other literature on museum and national identity, such as McClellan on the Louvre, and 
Handler and Gable on American Williamsburg. Unfortunately, the author does not have access to these 
works. 
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are quite often merely projecting, onto past societies, current assumptions regarding 
the value attributed to the activities, objects, and structures of communities and the 
role of individuals (Boyd 1997; Moser 1997; Shanks and Tilley 1992; Wood and 
Cotton 1999). For this reason, Crew and Sims (1991: 162) indicate that objects in 
museums "don't mean much without the help of the exhibition makers". 
In addition, how the 'past' is re-created in museums, and the process by which 
this re-creation is brought about, is of great significance. Presenting histories in 
museums also involves the control of power and knowledge. Some studies show that 
the design of museum exhibitions requires ever deeper judgments of power and 
authority. Roberts (1997)，for one, notes that the once-prevailing view that 
knowledge is objective has been challenged by the idea that knowledge is 
socially-constructed and shaped by people's particular views and interests. The result 
is that displays presented in museums may hold different meanings, and that all such 
meanings are "potentially valid" (Roberts 1997: 2-3). Museum professionals, 
therefore, have roles not just in interpreting, but also in negotiating and predicting, 
the meanings constructed by the visitors against those meanings which are 
constructed by the museums. In anticipating such a complicated range of meanings, 
the museum not only presents 'straightforward' information, it also interprets and 
communicates that information in a certain manner based on the exhibition makers' 
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assumptions and decisions. 
These studies, in noting that museums have a certain legitimized power and 
authority to present and re-construct local history, allow us to comprehend the fact 
that museums have historically produced versions of the past that aim to educate the 
public in very particular ways. Very often, too, museums offer their own views into 
the meanings of the artifacts. These studies have not, however, elaborated much on 
what the underlying meanings of 'the past' actually are, for the historical museums 
charged with dealing with that 'past', and there have been very few studies aimed at 
revealing how museums, in practice, manipulate this kind of power and knowledge 
in interpreting their displays. There are other important questions that the studies 
have not focused on either, for instance: how much or what powers do the makers of 
the exhibitions have? With what kinds of interests and considerations do the 
exhibition makers have to concern themselves? How are the visitors being included 
in or excluded from the narrative presented? To what extent do visitors interpret the 
exhibition in their own terms? Furthermore, there are often different underlying 
reasons for the different ways in which museums uphold the past, any of which may 
be political, ideological, or educational. And the past is always being re-created (Urry 
1996). Some of these issues will be addressed in this thesis. 
In this study, I will examine how the Hong Kong Museum of History makes use 
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of local history in encouraging introspection among its visitors with regards to both 
themselves and the society at large. This study will enhance our understanding of 
how and why a certain version of history is selected and then presented or 
highlighted in the exhibition, how history is being portrayed, and what aspects of that 
history are being left out. All of these issues involve certain concerns on the part of 
the museum authority, and all deserve in-depth exploration. 
2.3 The museum as a place of identity construction 
Fladmark (2000) thinks that museums have to retain their functions as both the 
'keeper' and the 'presenter' of heritage, all the while playing a role in shaping the 
national identity of the people. McLean and Cooke (2000) argue that the museum can 
be seen as a place where the 'legends and landscapes' of the region are presented and 
represented, and where identities are made and remade. 
The museum influences people's sense of identity by providing prominent 
messages regarding the importance, contributions, roles, and effects of the people in 
a given place (S0rensen 1999: 136). S0rensen argues that presentations in museums 
often influence both the ways in which people perceive themselves and the ways in 
which they see their role in society. 
In reviewing the historical development of sixteenth-century Europe, Anderson 
(1983) points out that some media, like printing, maps and museums, were influential 
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in establishing a national consciousness or in fostering a sense of nationalism. For 
instance, by organizing exhibitions, museums could project particular historical 
events which contained a significant meaning for the nation. He believes that, in this 
way, the state, through museums' interpretations and re-interpretations of history, 
was able to build up people's consciousness and sentiments regarding the nation. 
Kreps (2003:10) has pointed out that identity can be seen as "the totality of 
images that a group has of itself, its past, present, and future". In this light, we can 
see that the contemporary museum is an institution dedicated to the task of making 
people conscious of their identity and to strengthening that identity through the 
construction and presentation of past human experiences. The museum's 
representation of the past is a significant medium of communication, and the 
messages and ideas expressed in its exhibitions have, accordingly, begun to receive 
an increasing degree of public assessment and criticism. The 'past' presented in the 
museum not only provokes discussion, it also stimulates thought and increases 
people's ability to question who they are. In this study, I will explore issues 
surrounding how museum exhibitions construct a sense of ‘who we are' among the 
Hong Kong people, and how local history is being portrayed. 
These studies provide valuable insight in fostering a better understanding of the 
roles and significances of the museum in upholding and constructing people's sense 
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of cultural identity or national consciousness. The authors, for example, Anderson, 
make clear that the individuals who put together museum exhibitions play an 
authoritative and influential role in the process of identity construction in their 
respective museums, perhaps due to the fact that museum staff or exhibition makers 
are empowered to present and interpret the past on behalf of the government. 
However, it seems that the literature noted above has not addressed the fact that 
meaning is produced through interactions between the views held by different 
parties —for instance: the museum's interpretations of the material, and what the 
visitors bring to interpret the exhibition. These studies perhaps have put too much 
emphasis on the part of the exhibition makers, while underestimating other 
parties, 一parties who may also be actively taking part in the process of identity 
construction— for instances, the government officials, public organizations, and also 
the museum visitors. 
Given that the past is generally considered to be extraordinarily distant from the 
present, people may well construct their own, individualised perceptions of the past 
which depend upon their own experiences. Baxandall (1991) has identified three 
active agents within an exhibition: the makers of the objects, the ways in which the 
exhibition team undertakes to display the objects, and the audience itself. He argues 
that each of these agents is "playing different games" in asserting their sense of 
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identity through the exhibition (Baxandall 1991: 34). Baxandall argues that the 
exhibition experience is a product in and of itself, a product which mixes together 
many different elements, such as intentions, competences, or consequences 
(Baxandall 1991: 34). For this reason, museum visitors cannot be ignored in 
considering the processes of reconstructing of the past and of constructing identities. 
To date, there has been an insufficient amount of in-depth research aimed at 
addressing the issue of whether museum visitors' senses of cultural identity have 
been influenced by museum exhibitions, whether and how such exhibitions help 
people search for meaning and self-recognition, and how visitors' own interpretations 
of such exhibitions compare and contrast with their own senses of identity and 
cultural background. Some of these issues will be addressed in this study. In 
examining the process of putting together and of interpreting the permanent 
exhibition at the Hong Kong Museum of History, this thesis will apply Baxandall's 
theory of "the three agents" (Baxandall 1991: 34). It will apply this theory in 
studying not only the outlook held by exhibition makers, but also that held by 
museum visitors vis-a-vis "The Hong Kong Story"'s presentation of the past and 
construction of identities. 
This study will reveal those cultural and social significances of the museum 
exhibition that the Hong Kong Museum of History seeks to portray through their 
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own articulation of history. This study can also contribute to existing understandings 
of how the construction of identity is accomplished in the museum setting, in 
addition to showing how the past, coupled with presentations and perceptions of the 
past advanced by museum staff and visitors alike, plays its own role in constructing 
people's senses of identity. 
In summary, this study will enhance our understanding of how the past has been 
reconstructed in a historical museum, how this reconstructed 'past' has been received 
by its audience, and whether such a 'past' has had any influence on visitors' 
reconstruction of their own identities. In the process of resolving these issues, this 
study will, from a new perspective, contribute new information to our understanding 
of cultural identity and the role of the museum in the construction of such identities. 
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Chapter 3 
The Development of the Hong Kong Museum of History and Its Exhibitions 
Before further examining the ways in which "The Hong Kong Story" is 
designed and how it influences the construction of people's identities, it is essential 
to first gain some understanding of the background of the Hong Kong Museum of 
History. In this chapter, I will outline the historical development, structure, and 
functions of the Museum. I will also compare and contrast the Museum's previous 
and current permanent exhibitions —"The Story of Hong Kong" and "The Hong 
Kong Story", respectively，and will discuss their respective takes on the 
presentation of local history and culture. 
3.1 Historical development of the Museum 
The Museum was established as the City Hall Art Gallery (大會堂美彿〒館）in 
1962, and was renamed "City Museum and Art Gallery"(香港美術博物館）in 1967. 
However, in 1975, the City Museum and Art Gallery was split between two new 
entities: the Museum of History (香港博物館）and the Museum of Art (香港藝術館). 
(The Hong Kong Museum of History 1991) 
The Museum of History was subsequently moved into a rented space at the Star 
House in Tsim Sha Tsui. In 1983, the Museum was moved again, to a location in 
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Kowloon Park. In 1986，the permanent exhibition: "History of Hong Kong~a brief 
introduction", was opened to the public. In 1991, the permanent exhibition: "The 
Story of Hong Kong", was launched. 
In 1998, the Museum of History was renamed the Hong Kong Museum of 
History (香港歷史博物館)• On the of August of that year, it was moved to its 
current premises on Chatham Road South, Tsim Sha Tsui. In 2001, the modified 
permanent exhibition reopened to the public, now renamed "The Hong Kong Story". 
3.2 Structure 
The Hong Kong Museum of History comprises four divisions: administration, 
collection, exhibition and research, and education and extension. Since the of 
January, 2000, the Hong Kong Museum of History and its branch museums have 
been governed by the Leisure and Cultural Services Department (LCSD). 
The Administration division is responsible for the Museum's executive and 
administrative tasks. 
The Collection division manages the collection and preservation of all cultural 
objects related to the history of Hong Kong and South China. The Museum's 
collections cover four areas: archaeology, natural history, ethnography, and local 
history. 
The Exhibition and Research division has the mission of collecting, researching, 
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and documenting those materials that relate to the history and heritage of Hong Kong. 
It deals with the permanent and thematic exhibitions of the Museum and carries out 
attendant research. This division is further divided into four subsections: natural 
history, archaeology, ethnography, and urban history. 
The Education and Extension division is subdivided into the Education Activities 
and Extension Services sections. They provide educational activities and out-reach 
services like free guided tours, lectures, workshops, and travelling exhibitions, all 
aimed at enhancing public interest in local history and heritage. Below is a brief chart 
illustrating the structure of the Hong Kong Museum of History. 
Chart 1 The Structure of the Hong Kong Museum of History 
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3.3 Missions 
The Hong Kong Museum of History states that the mission and functions of the 
Museum are "to preserve the cultural heritage of Hong Kong through acquisition, 
conservation and research of cultural objects, and to promote the public 
understanding of and interest in the development of Hong Kong and its unique 
cultural heritage through the Museum's collections, exhibitions and education and 
outreach activities" (littp://www.lcsd.gov.hk/CE/Museum/History/english/index. 
html). Since 1975, the Hong Kong Museum of History has collected, preserved, 
managed, studied and exhibited objects of archaeology, history, ethnography and 
natural history in both Hong Kong and South China. Moreover, various public 
activities have been and are being organized to promote public's understanding of 
local history and heritage. 
Museum staff contend that the Museum has four major roles to play in the 
modem society. Its first role is to increase Hong Kong people's understanding of, and 
interest in, the history and culture of Hong Kong. Staff F notes that "this is our most 
fundamental role. Our Museum has devoted a lots effort to that, such as training 
teachers and organizing lectures and visits. All we want to do is to raise public 
participation". 
The second role of the Museum is to collect and conserve artefacts which are of 
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historical value. Another staff, R, illustrates this goal by pointing out that "in this 
Museum, we are talking about the history of Hong Kong people or, on a wider scale, 
Chinese or South China's history. Therefore, our Museum has the role of collecting 
items from Hong Kong and the southeast region of China." 
The third role of the Hong Kong Museum of History is to promote Hong Kong 
culture to Mainland Chinese. Staff F states that "we have the role of 'recommending' 
Hong Kong's history and culture to the people in the Mainland. Since there are many 
tourists coming from China every day, our museum has to appeal to them as well." 
Finally, the Museum wants to promote cultural diversity. Staff F illustrates this 
point in stating that "our museum launches thematic exhibitions that introduce the 
history and culture of some other foreign countries, not just China and Hong Kong. 
The standpoint of the Hong Kong Museum of History can be considered as 
'establishing a foothold in Hong Kong, embracing the Mainland, and seeing the 
world'. We hope to enlarge people's fields of vision." 
3.4 The permanent exhibitions 
3.4.1 “The Story of Hong Kong”（香港故_ 
On the 29th of October, 1991, the Museum opened its permanent exhibition: 
"The Story of Hong Kong", to the public. The exhibition outlined 6,000 years of 
Hong Kong history and gave an account of the cultural, economic and political 
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development of Hong Kong from Neolithic times all the way to the signing of the 
Joint Declaration in 1984. 
"The Story of Hong Kong" consisted of four parts. It began with a short 
introduction to the natural setting of Hong Kong, including its climate, geology, 
topography, flora and fauna. This section aimed to enable audiences to obtain a basic 
understanding of the local natural environment, and served to set the stage for the 
subsequent exploration of the cultural, economic and political development of Hong 
Kong. A small-scale diorama of a forest was reconstructed. In addition, specimens 
such as plants, shells, butterflies and a tiger were exhibited. 
• B 
Photo 1 A diorama of forest, showing the natural environment of Hong Kong 3,000 
years ago (Photo from “Brief Guide of Hong Kong Museum of History”� 
The second part of the exhibition traced the earliest known human activities in 
Hong Kong through archaeological findings, ancient rock carvings and kiln sites. A 
Neolithic beach diorama was reconstructed in order to portray the daily activities of 
the area's early inhabitants. Pottery, stone tools, and photographs of archaeological 
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sites throughout Hong Kong were also exhibited. An ancient tomb found at Lei 
Cheng Uk Han and dated to the East Han period (AD 24-220), and remains of Tang 
dynasty (AD 618-907) kilns were exhibited, as well as the migration of Chinese into 
the New Territories and the founding of village settlements in the Song and Ming 
dynasties (AD 960-1279 and 1368-1644 respectively). 
B l S H E H ^ H 
Photo 2 The Neolithic beach diorama (Photo from “Brief Guide of Hong Kong 
Museum of History") 
The third part of the exhibition introduced the different ethnic groups, such as 
the “Boat people", "Hakka", "Hoklo" and "Pimti", residents in Hong Kong. Part of a 
junk, furnished with fishing gear, basketry and utensils, was built in order to illustrate 
the lives of the Boat people. A Hakka village house was also reconstructed, showing 
the daily living conditions of the Hakka people. In this section, the ways of life, 
means of livelihood, customs and beliefs of the people from these four ethnic groups 
were articulated and explored. 
The fourth and final section of the exhibition concerned the cession of Hong 
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Kong Island and Kowloon to Britain, and the subsequent building of the modem city. 
This part could be further divided into four sub-sections. The first sub-section 
introduced the causes of the Opium War, the cession of Hong Kong and the early 
development of the colony. Exhibits in this section included models of foreign 
vessels, British soldiers' uniforms and cannons. The second sub-section outlined the 
growth of the society, charting the social, economic and political conditions 
experienced by Hong Kong during its development. A diorama of a street scene was 
reconstructed in this section to give audiences an idea of how Hong Kong looked like 
in the late nineteenth century. One side of the street showed different Chinese 
establishments, including a pawnshop, a grocery store, a Cantonese teahouse, and a 
herbal medicine shop, while on the other side stood representations of European 
buildings. The third sub-section introduced the development of trade and industry in 
Hong Kong, tracing the courses of trade, shipping, communications, banking and 
industry in the second half of the nineteenth century. This sub-section also outlined 
the major events occurring from the late nineteenth century to 1941, including the 
signing of the 99-year lease of the New Territories, the 1911 Revolution in the 
Mainland and the impact of these events on the ideas and lifestyles of the Hong Kong 
people. Developments in transportation and light industry were also mentioned 
within this sub-section. Also briefly covered were the Japanese Occupation of Hong 
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Kong, from 1941 to 1945, and its effect on people's livelihoods. The final 
sub-section outlined the economic, social, political and cultural growth of Hong 
Kong from the 1950s onward, including exhibits on the evolution of education policy 
and the natural disasters and incidences of public disorder that marked the period. 
Various audio-visual programmes were also shown throughout the gallery, 
which featured the dynastic development of China, the birth of the City of Victoria, 
transportation in early Hong Kong, pre-war industrial growth, the Japanese 
Occupation, and the development of modem Hong Kong. 
m 
Photo 3 A reconstructed IQ '^^ -century street scene (Photo from “Brief Guide of 
Hong Kong Museum of History”� 
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3.4.2 “The Hong Kong Story”（香港故赛 
On the 30th of August, 2001, a modified permanent exhibition was launched. 
The new exhibition, entitled "The Hong Kong Story", introduces 400 million years 
of natural history and 6,000 years of local cultural and historical development of 
Hong Kong. The exhibition consists of eight galleries，and the floor plan is shown in 
Appendix 1. 
Gallery One: The Natural Environment 
This gallery consists of two parts: "Landform and Climate" and "Flora and 
Fauna". The first part of the gallery covers the geological structures and landscapes 
characteristic of Hong Kong over the last 400 million years. The formation of local 
geological features and the climate of present-day Hong Kong are also introduced. 
An eight-minute video, "The Origin of Hong Kong", which illustrates the geological 
transformations of the area, is shown. 
Photo 4 Rocks and fossils on display in Gallery One 
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The second part of the gallery demonstrates the terrestrial habitats of Hong 
Kong. A forest diorama similar to, but on a much larger scale than that displayed in 
the previous permanent exhibition, "The Story of Hong Kong", has been constructed. 
This diorama includes environments such as the climax forest, mangroves, streams 
and bamboo stands. Specimens of birds, reptiles, and other wild animals are 
displayed, and there is also a study area which includes specimens of shells, rocks, 
minerals and butterflies. 
m 
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This new section covers an area larger than the corresponding section of "The 
Story of Hong Kong". Compared to the previous exhibition, the new exhibition here 
covers more topics, and gives more information about the natural environment of 
Hong Kong. "The Story of Hong Kong", for instance, only briefly mentioned the 
geological setting of Hong Kong, but the new gallery gives a much more detailed 
illustration of local rock formations and landscapes. 
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Gallery Two: Prehistoric Hons Kon2 
Artefacts of stone, pottery and bronze are exhibited in this gallery with the aim 
of revealing both the Neolithic human activities in Hong Kong some 6,000 years ago 
and the development of the Ancient Yue culture. A beach diorama has been 
reconstructed to show the daily activities of Hong Kong's early inhabitants. Some 
interactive computer programmes have been placed throughout the gallery in order to 
provide additional information such as the archaeological works in Hong Kong and 
the process of pottery making. 
Photo 6 A Neolithic beach diorama, portraying the daily activities of the area's 
early inhabitants 
Unlike that presented in "The Story of Hong Kong", the beach diorama in "The 
Hong Kong Story" portrays several different daily activities undertaken by the early 
local inhabitants —gathering food, making fires for cooking, building houses, 
fashioning ornaments with s tone~ in which children and adults of both genders 
participated. Examples of prehistoric stone objects, food, ornaments, pots, housing, 
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and rock carvings are also presented. 
Gallery Three: The Dynasties: From the Han to the Qins 
This gallery outlines the historical development of Hong Kong from the Qin and 
Han dynasties to the Qing dynasty (from 206 B.C. to A.D. 1911). The gallery also 
demonstrates how the early inhabitants of South China (the Yue people) migrated 
southwards and settled in Hong Kong. Exhibits include artefacts discovered in Hong 
Kong and on loan from museums in Shenzhen. A four-minute video: "Lei Cheng Uk 
Han Tomb", is on view in this gallery, which explores the discovery and significance 
of the Lei Cheng Uk Han Tomb, the only ancient burial dated to the Han Dynasty 
(206 B.C. to A.D. 220) found in Hong Kong to date. 
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Photo 7 Board showing which county Hong Kong belonged to in different historical 
periods 
Compared to the previous exhibition "The Story of Hong Kong", "The Hong 
Kong Story" takes greater care to illustrate the historical development of Hong Kong 
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from one dynasty to another. "The Hong Kong Story" also covers much more than 
the previous exhibition did on the history of the people who inhabited South China in 
early times and on their routes of migration to Hong Kong. 
Gallery Four: Folk Culture in Hons Kons 
This gallery focuses mainly on the customs of the four main ethnic groups of 
Hong Kong and South China. A replica of a fishing junk is displayed to present the 
customs and beliefs of the local Boat Dwellers. And, through the reconstruction of a 
salt field, visitors can view methods undertook by the Hoklo people to make salt. 
Local clan rituals celebrating the births of sons, which have been practiced since the 
Northern Song Dynasty (A.D. 960-1127), are also on display. A dwelling of a Hakka 
farming family is also constructed in order to show the lifestyle of the Hakka people. 
At the end of the gallery is a reconstruction of the Taiping Qingjiao ceremony, which 
is held annually on Cheung Chau. Bun Mountains, a Cantonese opera theatre, a 
festival parade, and lion dance are displayed. Complementing these displays is a 
six-minute video: "Between Heaven and Earth", which introduces the folk traditions 
of Hong Kong. 
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Photo 8 The reconstruction of fishing junk 
• 
Photo 9 The reconstruction of the Taipins Oin^iiao ceremony 
Compared to the previous exhibition "The Story of Hong Kong", "The Hong 
Kong Story" goes into greater details in presenting the activities of Hong Kong 
people from different ethnic backgrounds. The recreation of the Taiping Qingjiao 
ceremony is a new feature which is particularly illustrative of the differences 
between the two exhibitions. The new exhibition is more appealing to its audience, 
since sounds and lighting are produced to situate visitors within the specific context 
and allow them to feel part of the Taiping Qingjiao ceremony. 
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Gallery Five: The Opium Wars and the Cession of Hons Kons 
This gallery illustrates the causes and consequences of the Opium Wars, 
including events before the wars, the cession of Kowloon and the lease of the New 
Territories to Britain. Copies of the two treaties between Britain and China, as well 
as two historically-significant monuments ~ t h e Napier Column and the Fountain 
Arch— are on display. There is also a ten-minute video: "From Trade to War", which 
demonstrates the events that led to the First Opium War, the war itself, and its 
aftermath. 
_ 
Photo 10 Displays pertaining to the Opium War 
The treatment of the Opium Wars differs between the Museum's current and 
previous permanent exhibitions. "The Story of Hong Kong" exhibition displayed 
many more western vessel models, and no treaties were exhibited. The previous 
permanent exhibition also lacked the video showing the outbreak, course and results 
of the wars. The new exhibition "The Hong Kong Story", covers more ground 
vis-a-vis both the outbreak and the aftermath of the Opium Wars. 
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Gallery Six: Birth and Early Growth of the City 
This gallery presents life in Hong Kong prior to 1941. An old steam launch is 
parked, showing the development of the early shipping industry in Hong Kong. 
There is a reconstruction of an old street scene, showing a variety of establishments 
including a post office, a grocery store, a teashop, a Cantonese teahouse, a Chinese 
herbal medicine store, etc. On the mezzanine level, the development of Hong Kong's 
political structure, law, livelihood, industries, and education are exhibited. Included 
also are Dr. Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary activities in Hong Kong and the roles played 
by Hong Kong people in modem Chinese history. Two different videos are screened 
in this gallery. One video is ten-minutes long and entitled "Transportation of Hong 
Kong", illustrating the development of public transport in the territory. The other 
video, called "Bits of Old Hong Kong", illustrates the people and the milieu of old 
Hong Kong through black and white period photographs. 
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Photo 11 A reconstructed grocery store in the street diorama 
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Both “The Story of Hong Kong" and "The Hong Kong Story" feature a 
reconstructed street scene. However, the street diorama in the current exhibition is of 
a larger scale, and some of the shops are ‘walk-in,, allowing visitors to wander inside. 
Unlike its predecessor, "The Hong Kong Story" has also outlined the role of Hong 
Kong in the political history of China, including reform and other revolutionary 
movements. 
Gallery Seven: The Japanese Occupation 
This gallery, which chronicles Hong Kong's occupation by the Japanese from 
1941 to 1945, is designed to resemble a dark air-raid shelter with the aim of 
projecting a warlike atmosphere. Through the artefacts, historic photographs and 
videos displayed, the battles between British and Japanese soldiers and the 
conditions of life in Hong Kong under the Japanese occupation are outlined. A 
six-minute video: “Three Years and Eight Months", also illustrates the social 
conditions and particularities of life during this period. 
Photo 12 The opening of G^^ Herv Seven 
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The current permanent exhibition contains comparatively more details on the 
period of Japanese Occupation than its predecessor did. There are more items on 
displayed in "The Hong Kong Story" about this period, including a wooden plaque 
indicating the "Governor's Office of the Captured Territory of Hong Kong", and the 
table used to sign the Instrument of Japan's Surrender in Hong Kong in 1945. 
Gallery Eight: Modem Metropolis and the Return of China 
The final gallery exhibits the development of Hong Kong from the post-WWII 
period to the handover of 1997. The gallery can be divided into two sub-sections. 
The first sub-section details poor economic and social conditions characteristic of the 
immediate post-war period, as well as the emergence of popular culture. Topics 
covered in this section include public housing, natural disasters, commercial and 
industrial activities, education, finance, and trade. The exhibit features 
reconstructions of a public housing flat, a herbal tea shop, and part of the Hong Kong 
Trade Fair, all dating back to the 1960s. Two videos are on display in this sub-section. 
One is about "The Natural Disasters", occurring in Hong Kong during that period, 
like flooding, landslides, drought and fires. Another video focuses on "Hong Kong 
Cinemas and Television in the 1960s and 1970s", lasting for ten minutes and narrates 
the development of the film industry in Hong Kong since the 1960s. 
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Photo 14 A reconstruction of a herbal tea shop 
The second sub-section of this gallery traces the course of Hong Kong's 
handover to China from the Sino-British negotiations, the signing of the Sino-British 
Joint Declaration, to the Handover Ceremony of 1997. Memorabilia, documents, 
photographs and other items are on prominent display. Several interactive computer 
programmes, available for public use, outline the major events during the period 
from the 1960s to the 1990s, and describe the development of institutions like the 
Independent Commission Against Corruption, etc. A ten-minute video "Sino-Hong 
Kong Relations from 1841 to 1997” is shown, which chronicles the relations between 
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Mainland China and Hong Kong. 
Comparatively, the first sub-section of this gallery which describes the social 
milieu of Hong Kong in the 1960s— is a new addition, which was not present in the 
previous exhibition "The Story of Hong Kong". Further, "The Hong Kong Story" 
here applies more interactive programmes than its predecessor did in illustrating the 
recent history of Hong Kong. 
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Chapter 4 
The Design and Construction of Identity in “The Hong Kong Story，， 
In this chapter, I will explore the principal concerns and objectives addressed by 
museum staff in their efforts to design and present "The Hong Kong Story" based on 
information gathered by interviewing the museum staff. I will study the ways in 
which the exhibition was designed and constructed, and will illustrate the Museum's 
intentions in constructing the galleries. In the latter part of this chapter, I will analyze 
the ways in which the Museum intends, through the exhibition, to influence the 
construction of people's cultural identities. 
4.1 Behind "The Hong Kong Story" 
-Focus of the exhibition 
Museum staff R considers the permanent exhibition to represent the essence of a 
museum. As F contends, the "permanent exhibition is the ‘trademark, of a museum, 
which can disclose the standpoint and mission of the museum. It is also the symbol 
and soul of the museum". F mentions that the core of the Hong Kong Museum of 
History is to make use of artefacts to illustrate Hong Kong's history. In addition, as F 
states, "The Hong Kong Story" is a showcase for the work that all of the museum 
staff have done throughout the years. 
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-Exhibition design 
The preparation of “The Hong Kong Story" took six years, and the design of the 
exhibition, the selection of items for display and the composition of captions were 
mainly done by museum staff. During this preparation process, the museum's 
advisers and other scholars were consulted. Museum staff first drafted an outline for 
the whole exhibition, and then asked for the opinions of the museum's advisers. Later, 
the exhibition designer, JJ Andre, devised the plans to fit the conceptual exhibition 
into the space of each gallery. Andre also designed the Museum's previous 
permanent exhibition ‘‘The Story of Hong Kong". 
-Objectives of the exhibition 
The Museum had three principal objectives when setting up its new permanent 
exhibition. The first objective was to encourage an understanding of the history of 
Hong Kong. Staff F contends that many Hong Kong people do not have sufficient 
understanding of local history and culture, and that they are not prone to reading 
history books; therefore, the Museum wishes the exhibition to enable its audience to 
‘get in touch' with the history of Hong Kong. Further, to fulfill the museum's another 
goal of providing a leisure facility of educational value to the public, the Museum 
hopes that the exhibition's lively and detailed displays will simultaneously educate 
and entertain. 
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The second objective was to attract tourists. As F explains: "tourists coming 
from the Mainland and overseas can basically grasp a general picture about the 
history and culture of Hong Kong with a few hours in the Museum." F asserts that 
the Museum intends to help visitors from all over the world leam more about the 
history and culture of Hong Kong. In addition, the Museum hopes to create a sense 
of Hong Kong's uniqueness among visitors by showing that many rituals and 
customs of different cultures are preserved and practiced in Hong Kong as part of 
Hong Kong's cross and diversified cultural specificities. 
The Museum's third objective was to establish and foster, through the 
permanent exhibition, Hong Kong people's sense of belonging and cultural identity. 
Staff N maintains that that sense of belonging and identity is rooted in an 
understanding of the local background and setting, and further believes that the 
Museum's exhibition is capable of providing visitors with such a sense of an 
understanding and belonging. 
4.2 Designing the exhibition 
-Gallery 1 The Natural Environment 
Through this gallery, the Museum intends to show the natural environment of 
Hong Kong from 400 million years ago to the present to the audience. Staff H speaks 
about the issues of primary importance in setting up the gallery. S/he said: "the 
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history or 'story' of Hong Kong includes some other aspects as well, such as the 
local geological, geographical and biological history and evolution. And we want to 
show that all these evolutions can be traced in Hong Kong. I think that we have to 
show a more all-encompassing account of Hong Kong's history". H also believes that, 
in order to understand the environment in Hong Kong before human habitation, 
people need to understand the area's natural settings, and must consider the natural 
� 
setting as an integral part of Hong Kong's history. 
-Gallery 2 Prehistoric Hone Kons 
According to staff P, this gallery focuses on the strong geographical and cultural 
connection between Hong Kong and the ancient Yue people, and explores patterns of 
cultural exchange between the Yue and the Han cultures. Since the occurrence of the 
early culture in Hong Kong are so bound up in the advent of the ancient Yue people 
and their culture, P contends, opening the gallery with the story of the Yue is an 
effective beginning to "The Hong Kong Story". 
The messages contained within this gallery are manifold. Firstly, the Museum 
hopes to articulate to visitors that Hong Kong's history is much longer than the few 
hundred years that most people thought] As staff N points out: "we hope that the 
‘ I n general, this is one of the most common misperceptions or misunderstandings held by local Hong 
Kong people vis-a-vis local history, and especially among those who received their education prior to 
1997. Many people continue to believe that Hong Kong was founded only a hundred or so years ago 
as a fishing village, a misconception often originating in older history textbooks. 
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visitors will not just view history in a narrow way, perceiving Hong Kong's history 
as having just begun a hundred or more years ago as a fishing village." Staff P, 
agreeing, says that: "we want to show a general picture here, telling people that the 
early inhabitants were already living in Hong Kong in Neolithic times." 
A second message advanced in this gallery is that the exhibition as a whole 
intends to explore the historical and cultural connections between Hong Kong and 
Mainland China. As staff P notes: "we want to portray the lives of people at that 
period. And indeed, the culture, development and history of Hong Kong were then 
closely related to those in the Mainland. We have found evidence of early human 
activities dating back to the Neolithic ages, and it was shown that the history of Hong 
Kong is strongly linked with the South China region." 
It is also expected that the gallery will introduce the science of archaeology to 
the public. P explains that the Museum very much wishes to outline the contributions 
of archaeologists to the study of local history. As P notes: "before one understands 
how the Museum obtains these collections and resources, one first has to know what 
archaeology is about and what archaeology does." 
Through this gallery, therefore, the Museum intends to dispel popular 
misconceptions about Hong Kong's history, to educate the public regarding the area's 
pre-historic roots, and to use Neolithic remains in describing a strong historical 
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connection between Hong Kong and the Mainland. 
-Gallery 3 The Dynasties: From the Han to the Qins 
This gallery covers the development of Hong Kong through each Chinese 
dynasty, and begins with an introduction of the Nanyiie people and the Nanyue 
Kingdom. As staff F explains: "this was a transitional period in history —from the 
prehistoric time to the Han dynasty. However, since there are no discoveries dated to 
this period in Hong Kong, we have to look for exhibits in Guangzhou." Staff P adds 
that the section detailing the Nanyue Kingdom illustrates the assimilation of the local 
Yue and Han cultures into one distinct local culture, and marks a transition from the 
Bronze Age to the historical Han Dynasty. 
According to staff N，the Museum intends to show visitors the historical 
development of Hong Kong, its early economic activities and related issues through 
the exhibition of artefacts dated to different historical periods. As staff P notes, "these 
are indispensable parts of Hong Kong's story. This part may sound boring to some 
people, but we still have to tell the public about the historical development of Hong 
Kong. We want people to understand Hong Kong more，and to realize that Hong 
Kong does not have merely a hundred years of history. We hope to use a 'storyline' 
that brings out the point that Hong Kong has also experienced the development of 
'historical' ages." We can see that, again, this gallery is designed to demonstrate to 
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the Hong Kong people that Hong Kong has a more profound historical background 
than is commonly believed, and to further illustrate the historical connection between 
Hong Kong and the Mainland, a connection that was exhibited in the previous 
gallery. 
-Gallery 4 Folk Culture in Hons Rons 
According to staff R, the exhibition presents four main ethnic groups —the 
Hakka, Hoklo, Boat Dwellers and Punti based on the Museum's very rich 
ethnographic collections. R explains that, although the population in Hong Kong is 
constituted by migrants from many different parts and countries, the Museum had to 
be selective in this gallery due to limited exhibition space. The use of only four main 
ethnic groups is meant to serve as an introduction, portraying and Unking different 
aspects of the lives of these groups, such as economic activities, dress, and ritual etc. 
The last part of the gallery —the Taiping Qingjiao ceremony— serves to round up 
the themes articulated in the gallery as a whole. Staff R explains that the re-creation 
of this ceremony in particular intends to advance the message that the Taiping 
Qingjiao is a special event, in which people of all different ethnic groups will 
participate together. In the re-creation of the ceremony, then, the gallery wishes to 
exemplify the kind of harmony and concordance that exists among the peoples of 
Hong Kong. 
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In this gallery, the Museum intends to advance two central messages. The first 
one is that there is a continuity of the folk culture in Hong Kong. The gallery 
presents the conditions of life for Hong Kong's ethnicities from the arrival of the 
British in the region in the 1840s until the 1950s. As staff R notes: "we are talking 
about a hundred years of history here in the gallery. But, inside, we have traditional 
arts and crafts, economic activities and etc. We are talking about the traditions over 
the century. Some of these traditions have already disappeared while some are still 
practiced in Hong Kong. So, we put them here and keep them 'alive'." 
The second message is that Hong Kong has rich heritage and diversified peoples 
and cultures. R points out that Hong Kong was a busy place long before 1842，and 
that the region has various traditions and customs. The Museum hopes that its 
audience will better appreciate that, within the modem commercial and urban 
environment, Hong Kong harbours a rich heritage and folk culture. As R notes: "we 
want to tell people that we have our roots. Our roots may not necessarily be a 
political entity such as the Mainland or the Communist party. Our roots can be the 
root of Huaxia (華夏)，the root of the prehistoric inhabitants living 'peacefully' with 
the natural environment." 
Exhibition is a form of communication, and this gallery communicates the 
history, identity, and cohesion of the Hong Kong people. "We don't want to give 
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definite answers. We only want to arouse public interest in Hong Kong's history. In 
some people's eyes, history may seem to be in lack of its 'marketability', but without 
history, it seems that we have lost our roots", R says. We can, therefore, note that the 
exhibition draws attention to Hong Kong's roots, and in so doing potentially 
increases the value of the area for the Hong Kong people. 
-Gallery 5 The Opium Wars and the Cession of Hons Kons 
Staff H points out that, in this gallery, the Museum attempts to show the advent 
and outbreak of the Opium Wars. Issues covered in this gallery include the early 
arrival of foreign traders, their mercantile activities, the Opium Wars and the 
consequences. H further contends that the Museum had to give a general picture of 
the events leading up to the War through the short film located in the gallery. As H 
says: "what the short movie is concerned with is the importance or significance of 
the events, and whether the related visual images are available." H notes that the 
gallery intends to outline everything from the arrival of Westerners to the facts about 
how Hong Kong became a colony —the signing of the Nanjing Treaty. 
Through this gallery, the Museum intends to avail visitors of how and why 
Hong Kong became a British colony and why the colony had subsequently to be 
‘handed over' to China in 1997. H asserts that people need to know more about how 
Hong Kong Island, Kowloon and the New Territories were ceded or leased to Britain, 
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why there was a 'Handover' event in 1997 and, further, about the complexity of the 
relationship between Hong Kong and China. As H notes: "we just want to show what 
the history is written about." 
-Gallery 6 Birth and Early Growth of the City 
Museum staff K says that, in designing this gallery, staff intended to articulate 
the livelihoods of people during the early growth of the Hong Kong colony. By 
reconstructing early shops and other establishments, the gallery shows the ways that 
people dressed, ate, lived and travelled (衣、食、住、行）as well as the social milieu 
at that time. The section on revolutionary activities and the roles played by Hong 
Kong outlines further the unique role of Hong Kong in China and the world. As staff 
K notes, the gallery attempts to demonstrate some of the special characteristics of 
Hong Kong. Since Hong Kong was a colonial city during the period, it served as a 
suitable base for the organization of revolutionary activities and reforms against the 
Mainland Chinese government then. "This is very special to Hong Kong and is an 
important part of Hong Kong's history", K remarks. 
The purpose of this gallery is to arouse public interest in Hong Kong's history 
by presenting that history in lively ways. As K contends: "we first want to make 
people feel interested in Hong Kong's history and then let them understood. That is 
why the presentations have to be done in an attractive way." K emphasizes, however, 
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that the gallery does not intend to send any special kind of message to its audience; 
the Museum's only wish here is that visitors will think about what they have read and 
seen within the exhibition. "We leave the audiences to make interpretations on their 
own, and to realize the ways in which people lived at that time", K contends. 
"Maybe...when the visitors know more about the ways of life in the old times, they 
will think and feel more about it, and then realize and cherish their lives and what 
they have today". 
-Gallery 7 The Japanese Occupation 
This gallery occupies the least amount of exhibition space compared to other 
galleries in "The Hong Kong Story". The concern of the staff when preparing this 
section was mainly how to use such a small area in telling audiences about the 
general course of the "three years and eight months" of Japanese Occupation. Staff H 
says that, within such a small area, they needed to describe the major events both 
before and during the Occupation, all the while finding room for photographs and 
artefacts, in a manner that would best equip people with a general understanding of 
what happened during the 'dark age' of Hong Kong. 
By using various exhibits and the short film offered in this gallery, the Museum 
attempts to reveal the historical background of Japanese Occupation, to describe 
people's living conditions, and to bring the lessons of war to the public. 
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-Gallery 8 Modern Metropolis and the Return to China 
The final gallery intends to outline the livelihoods and social conditions in 
post-war Hong Kong by illustrating different dimensions such as food, housing, and 
entertainment, among others. One of the Museum's concerns here is how to present 
history. As staff K notes: "doing exhibitions on local history have to be 'detailed in 
telling the ancient and brief in mentioning the recent'". Staff F also argues that more 
recent history can only be briefly introduced, since the general consensus is that a 
certain amount of time is necessary for history to 'cool down', and for people to be 
able to view and interpret events in an objective manner. The more recent history of 
Hong Kong is, therefore, outlined with much fewer details than its counterpart of 
ancient history. 
The gallery has several focuses, including the natural disasters and economic 
difficulties that Hong Kong people suffered in the 1950s, the development of Hong 
Kong's film industry in the 1960s and 1970s, and the rise of the economy in the same 
period. As the 1997 Handover was something remarkable and significant in the 
history of Hong Kong, the staff decided to use it as an end point for the gallery. Staff 
F claims that the Museum decided to end the exhibition this way given the 
importance of the event as a point of transition in Hong Kong's history. As F notes: 
"we had to have an ending for the exhibition, and the Handover was something 
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significant to Hong Kong's history. So, it was most natural to put it at the end of the 
exhibition." Staff K further explains that, since the Sino-Hong Kong relationship has 
been an especially obvious and strong theme in recent history, the last theatre of the 
exhibition should focus on that relationship. K notes, however, that the gallery wants 
to underline the fact that Hong Kong has never really been separate from Mainland 
China. "Yes, politically, it had. But we are really connected ethnically and 
historically", K says. 
This gallery intends, in outlining the livelihoods and social conditions of 
post-war Hong Kong, to encourage people to remember all of the 'ups and downs' 
that preceded the emergence of the modem, successful Hong Kong. Further, the 
gallery wishes to underline the historical relationship between Hong Kong and the 
Mainland, and describe the closing of a full circle with the Handover of 1997. 
4.3 The construction of identity in the exhibition 
4.3.1 Narrating the nostalgic past and fostering emotional sentiments 
By outlining everything from the natural environment, to the historical 
development, to the folk culture of Hong Kong, "The Hong Kong Story" enhances 
all aspects of people's impressions of Hong Kong. A thusly enhanced knowledge of 
local history is essential to the construction of identity. The Museum exhibition 
reinforces people's senses of identity, providing them with knowledge and 
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understanding of their community, their local history and cultural heritage. As 
mentioned before, for instance, that gallery five "The Opium Wars and the Cession 
of Hong Kong" attempts to underline the issues surrounding Hong Kong's 1997 
return to the Mainland. When local visitors are given more comprehensive 
information of just what circumstances made Hong Kong a colony of Britain and 
what made the year ‘1997’ a critical one in Hong Kong's history, they may better 
understand both their place and their own selves. 
By means of multimedia programmes and the reconstruction of different 
historical settings, the exhibition offers audiences a way to ‘feel and experience' the 
past. Dioramas such as the reconstruction of an old street scene in gallery six, "Birth 
and Early Growth of the City" portrays Hong Kong prior to 1941, and can exert 
significant influence on the public. Through such dioramas, visitors can build a 
concrete and sharp impression, a visualized form of understanding, of that part of 
history, something which contributes to a more long-lasting experiential memory. 
Further, by using reconstructed displays, visitors, especially the elderly, can recollect 
and re-experience 'their' past. More importantly, the museum experience allows 
individuals to recognize and 'recall' their own sense of identity and belonging, albeit 
in an unconscious manner, and allows them to feel as an active part of the society. 
Therefore, we can note that as Spitzer (1999) suggests, by building up a connection 
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between the image of a "self-in-past" and a "self-in-present", one's own meanings 
and sense of identity could be established and reinforced. 
The exhibition also encourages a sense of cultural identity by presenting the 
past as comprising the common experiences of the Hong Kong people. By outlining 
traumatic periods —such as the Japanese Occupation，natural disasters, economic 
hardships, and political instability— and then, more importantly, underlining how 
Hong Kong overcame such difficulties in the course of becoming a 'modem 
metropolis' as portrayed in the final gallery, the exhibition encourages members of 
the public to look back at their shared history as an example or an encouragement. 
"The Hong Kong Story" brings to its audience the notion that, although the Hong 
Kong people have not enjoyed a 'smooth ride' throughout their history, they have 
weathered difficult times ‘on the same boat all the time'^. Like Mageo (2001) has 
noted, through such recognition of shared experiences and collective memories, the 
exhibition has an intuitive and unconscious capacity to foster emotional sentiments 
and ties, as well as a sense of recognition and attachment, among the Hong Kong 
people. Through "The Hong Kong Story", therefore, people obtain a feeling of 
'boundedness', and the exhibition helps establish a sense of identity. 
The exhibition also fosters a realization that Hong Kong is not simply a 
2 This is a Chinese idiom,同舟共濟，which means literally that people help and support each other 
during the tough times, and go through hardships together. 
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'financial centre' or the abstract 'Pearl of the Orient', but that it has a more profound 
basis. In gallery four "Folk Culture in Hong Kong", which focuses on the cultural 
compositions and concordance, and also the cultural heritages and traditions of Hong 
Kong, the Museum shows that Hong Kong is not the 'cultural desert' as being 
regarded by some people. By highlighting the heritage, history, and culture of Hong 
Kong, therefore, "The Hong Kong Story" allows people to better know and 
appreciate the place in which they live, and builds up their sentiments for, and 
identification with Hong Kong. 
4.3.2 Illustrating the roots of Hong Kong and its linkage with the Mainland 
While attempting to promote a sense of belonging among members of the public, 
"The Hong Kong Story" also intentionally highlights the full breadth of Hong 
Kong's history. From gallery two "Prehistoric Hong Kong" to gallery three "The 
Dynasties: From the Han to the Qing", visitors can leam more about the historical 
development of Hong Kong. As staff P notes, the galleries demonstrate that Hong 
Kong has been 'operating' all the time and that the modem city did not arise out of 
something 'desolate' and 'barren'. Lowenthal (1985) has mentioned that the ability to 
recollect and identify with one's history could enable people to search for their own 
meanings and values. Therefore, by showing Hong Kong has ‘a past', and that that 
'past' did not simply begin in 1842, the exhibition encourages a deeper 
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understanding of the historical and cultural foundations of Hong Kong and equips 
visitors with an ability to better self-recognize and situate themselves within the 
society. 
Throughout the exhibition, different sections have revealed the long and 
unbroken connection between Hong Kong and Mainland China. One of the didactic 
texts in gallery two "Prehistoric Hong Kong", for instance, reads like this: "in fact, 
Hong Kong and South China share the same cultural roots, with close links between 
the two areas through the ages，，]; and in the area mentioning the role of Hong Kong 
in modem Chinese political history, one of the texts reads: “Hong Kong, under 
British rule after 1841, remained closely linked with affairs in China’’^. 
Moreover, unlike the former permanent exhibition: "The Story of Hong Kong", 
which did not elaborate much on the historical development of the area, "The Hong 
Kong Story" covers a lot more ground in outlining the history of people who lived in 
South China from one dynasty to another. We can see, therefore, that "The Hong 
Kong Story" puts far more emphasis than its predecessor did on describing the 
connections between Hong Kong and the Mainland. 
Further to the goal of linking Hong Kong with the Mainland, the Nanyue 
Kingdom and its people —including the story of the assimilation of the Yue into the 
3 The Chinese caption is written as「事實上’香港與華南地區同屬一個文化源流’而且交流密 
切。J . 
4 The Chinese caption is written as�英國統治下的香港與內地關係仍然密切°」. 
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Han culture— are introduced in gallery three "The Dynasties: From the Han to the 
Qing", and are highlighted as a chief transitional point in history. However, as no 
artefacts from Hong Kong are exhibited in this section, some visitors may have 
mixed feelings about the message advanced therein. On the one hand, people may 
wonder why the Museum chooses to exhibit items in this section, which apparently 
have little bearing on the history of Hong Kong. On the other hand, visitors may feel 
that there must be some relationships between the Yue and Hong Kong if the 
Museum is choosing to display these artefacts. Therefore, we can argue that "The 
Hong Kong Story" means to link up the Mainland and Hong Kong, and to show that 
the two places are historically connected. We may notice that the Museum draws an 
historical connection between Hong Kong and Mainland China for the visitors by 
illustrating the ways the early inhabitants of South China (the Nanyue people) 
migrated south and settled in Hong Kong, the historical development of Hong Kong 
in each Chinese dynastic episode, and the counties that Hong Kong belonged to 
during each dynasty. 
All of these examples of displays and multimedia programmes highlight the 
fact that Hong Kong has maintained a close relationship with the Mainland 
throughout its history, and that both entities have always shared common roots. As 
staff P contends, people's senses of identity are strengthened when they realize that 
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Hong Kong is not 'rootless' at all and that, in fact, Hong Kong has a history of 
thousands of years, during the majority of which it was closely linked to Mainland 
China. Underlining this point is the video: "Sino-Hong Kong Relations from 1841 to 
1997”，shown in the final gallery, which emphasizes the ties between Hong Kong and 
Mainland China, shows that Hong Kong has never been apart from China 
geographically, ethnically, historically and culturally, and notes that the current 
relationship is essentially a continuation of a long historical linkage. We can see, 
therefore, that "The Hong Kong Story" encourages a strong belief that the Mainland 
and Hong Kong have a long history of mutual relations and of relying on each other. 
By highlighting these ideas, the Museum attempts not only to build up people's 
knowledge of the local history and culture, but also to show people that Sino-Hong 
Kong relations have always been and will always be beneficial to Hong Kong. The 
Museum hopes that articulating this point will help encourage people's senses of 
esteem, identity, and recognition. 
Some may find that the above two interpretations somehow conflict with one 
another, and may argue that the Museum seems to be attempting to accomplish two 
rather different objectives through the exhibition. One of these objectives is the 
fostering of a local, indigenous sense of identity and emotions based in Hong Kong, 
while the other is the fostering of a much broader and wider sense of identity that 
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includes Mainland China. 
These two interpretations need not be contradictory. I suggest that the Museum 
attempts to achieve both of these objectives at a slow and sure pace. The Museum 
seeks to build up people's understandings and recognitions, as well as a sentimental 
bond with the local (i.e. Hong Kong) first, as a kind of fundamental and preliminary 
necessity for further establishing a sense of esteem, belonging, and identity within 
the society in a relatively micro sense. And, progressively, the exhibition leads one to 
realize or to become aware that Mainland China often occupies a very important 
place throughout the 'story' of Hong Kong. This development helps bring visitors 
into a state of contemplation about the role and significance of Mainland China in the 
development of Hong Kong, and the exhibition can thus be viewed as hoping to 
forge a deeper understanding about the associations between Hong Kong and 
Mainland China in a macro sense. 
The Museum is, therefore, not straightforwardly and forcefully informing the 
local people that ‘‘We are Chinese" and/or that ‘‘We are Hongkongese". Rather, by 
providing a kind of platform that introduces general ideas about local history and 
heritage, and local linkages with Mainland China, the exhibition leaves room for the 
public to make interpretations on their own. 
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4.4 Conclusion 
As a whole, "The Hong Kong Story" presents and interprets the cultural 
heritage and history of Hong Kong to and for the public using a number of different 
exhibition methods. As staff F notes, "we want to bring out the history of Hong Kong, 
and to attract people's interest in history and to enable them to obtain a general 
knowledge on the local history and culture". "The Hong Kong Story" not only 
reconstructs historical episodes for the public, it also acts to strengthen people's 
senses of cultural identity by increasing their knowledge and recognition of local 
history and culture. By encouraging the general idea that Hong Kong's history can be 
traced multi-dimensionally 一in the realms of natural history, prehistory, and modem 
history as well as cultural history~ the exhibition enables people to feel that the 
foundation and make-up of Hong Kong are rather profound, and thus raises self and 
social esteem in addition to encouraging a sense of attachment to Hong Kong. It is 
also supposed that, in enjoying a better understanding of the heritage and history of 
Hong Kong, the Hong Kong people will treasure and evidence more concern about 
Hong Kong. Hopefully, their sense of belonging, as well as their sense of 'who I am', 
may gradually be constructed. By revealing the history and culture of Hong Kong as 
having been connected to Mainland China, and by showing that Hong Kong has, in 
fact, a deeply-rooted human tradition of several thousand years, the Museum aims to 
encourage a sense of belonging and a sense of self. 
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Chapter 5 Interpretations of the Museum Visitors 
During the fieldwork, I conducted thirty-seven interviews with visitors to "The 
Hong Kong Story" at the Hong Kong Museum of History between mid-May and 
August 2003. In this chapter, I will discuss the visitors' thoughts on the exhibition, 
and will analyze the relationship between their interpretations and their own cultural 
backgrounds. 
5.1 Visitors' general interpretations of the exhibition 
5.1.1 Expectations 
Most of the visitors interviewed expressed that they had expected to leam, on 
their visit to the Museum, about the general history of Hong Kong —how the 
territory changed and transformed from its early history to the present. The majority 
of visitors who expressed this expectation were new immigrants to Hong Kong. Ka 
Yee, one of the visitors, said: "I just want to know more about the situation or 
'information' of Hong Kong... like its history, culture and etc. I hope I can know this 
place more from the exhibition."' 
Some people, however, especially those locally-bom visitors, specified that they 
wanted to leam the more recent history of Hong Kong. Most of the visitors who were 
‘ T h i s interview was conducted on the 23'''' of July, 2003，at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
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Hong Kong-bom claimed that they expected the exhibition to focus more on colonial 
history, on administrative systems, and on the reforms that had been carried out in 
Hong Kong. 
On the other hand, many Mainland-bom visitors stressed that they hoped to 
leam more about the 'big events' in Hong Kong's history, such as natural disasters, 
fierce robberies, riots, the period of Japanese Occupation, and the time when Hong 
Kong experienced a water shortage. ^  Visitors also noted that they hoped the 
exhibition would let them know more about the way of life experienced by people in 
both the old days and the present. 
5.1.2 Likes and dislikes 
When asked about their favourite part of the exhibition, most of the visitors 
pointed to gallery four "Folk Culture in Hong Kong" ^ About half of visitors 
interviewed considered this gallery to be the most beautiful and attractive of the eight 
exhibition galleries. One locally-bom visitor, Jimmy, stated that: "the bun mountains 
and the three huge paper models...they are 1:1 constructed, and this gives me a 
striking feeling. The gallery has a high aesthetic standard, too. I think the gallery has 
2 Most of these events were considered 'big' by the general public, either because they had a strong 
influence on the people at that time, or because they aroused intense attention. The water shortage of 
the 1960s, for example, was an impressive and 'big' event for many people, since water was only 
supplied for only an hour every four days at the time. People had to form long queues to fetch water 
on the street. These events were, therefore, often perceived as 'unforgettable'. 
3 This gallery occupies the largest floor area, and most of the exhibits are placed in reconstructed 
settings. 
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a great impact on its audience.”彳 Janice, a tourist, said that: "I like the part on folk 
culture quite a lot because it is so beautiful and 'exotic' to me! I have never seen 
those things before, and the displays are gorgeous. The atmosphere sounds great, 
too.’’5 In addition, some other visitors found the folk culture gallery particularly 
informative and entertaining. Since the gallery includes a number of reconstructed 
settings, most people believed that this helped increase their attention to and 
impression of the material presented. 
The second most welcomed section of the exhibition was the street diorama in 
gallery six "Birth and Early Growth of the City". Visitors enjoyed the reconstruction 
of the late nineteenth-century street scene because they believed it to be very close to 
reality. All of the Mainland-bom local visitors interviewed mentioned that they loved 
this part very much. As Ken noted: “I like the street scene very much. It looks 
authentic and gives people a feeling of going back to the past. I am so happy."6 
Another Mainland-bom visitor, Keung, noted that: "I love that part because it 
produces a nostalgic feeling...somewhat like going back to the past. It enables me to 
reminisce about the past.’" Some visitors also thought that the street diorama helped 
them construct a more concrete impression of the events discussed and to develop a 
4 This interview was conducted on the 23"* of July, 2003，at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
5 This interview was conducted on the 16山 of August, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
6 This interview was conducted on the 10山 of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
7 This interview was conducted on the 23"^ of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
70 
Interpretations of the Museum Visitors 
more lasting memory of the material presented. 
The gallery with which visitors felt the most discontent was the final gallery: 
"Modem Metropolis and the Return to China". Most visitors, being locally-bom or 
locally brought up, found that the gallery had left out a great deal of information. 
Some visitors commented that the gallery contained too little detail on the recent 
history of Hong Kong, such as the flow of migration before 1997, the issue of the 
Vietnamese refugees, riots, and the works of the various Hong Kong governors. 
Carol summed up this criticism when she noted that: 
Those governors had come to Hong Kong for many years, but the gallery 
o 
does not mention a word about that. I feel bad about it. Although they 
are British, they are still the ones who ruled Hong Kong at that time. 
It is history and there is no need for the Museum to disregard them. 
I feel rather disappointed here.^ 
Some visitors also commented negatively on the last part of the gallery: "The 
Return of Hong Kong to China". One young local visitor, Bon, said that: 
I dislike the part on ‘97，very much. I think it is too political. The exhibition 
seems to be overemphasizing the importance of the event...too 'hard sell', 
indeed. Just like the last theatre (Sino-Hong Kong Relations from 1841 to 1997), 
it portrays that Hong Kong will be much better after its return to China. Also, 
it is deliberately put in the very last section of the exhibition to let people 
think that this is something important. I don't like 
8 The exhibition mentioned very little about Hong Kong governors from 1841 to 1941. Each of these 
governors was presented with a picture and some three lines of description. An interactive computer 
program is in place in order to supplement this type of information, but is placed in a corner of the 
mezzanine in gallery six. Gallery eight includes only photographs of governors from 1941 to 1997, 
and these are not accompanied by any text. 
9 This interview was conducted on the 27''' of June, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
� This interview was conducted on the 19"* of June, 2003, on a bench outside the Museum. 
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Another young, locally-bom visitor, Rosanne, said that: 
I dislike the last part. This part carries strong political content. Why does 
the exhibition end at that point in time? Because it wants to show people 
how immense the link between China and Hong Kong is. And why is 
the resettlement estate is constructed so beautifully? Because the Museum 
wants to establish people's senses of belonging and solidarity. Well, I 
haven't watched the last movie. I haven't! What's the point of watching it? 
I don't like the handover and I don't want to watch that! ‘ ^  
Some visitors also mentioned that they were not very interested in the ancient 
history of Hong Kong because the period lacked a certain resonance. One 
locally-bom visitor, Tony, indicated that: “ I am more interested in more recent 
history, because I know it more and can identify with it more easily.’“�Another 
visitor, Phyllis, even argued that prehistory and ancient history had nothing to do 
with her. "That ancient history is not my business," she said. "I never expected this 
exhibition to include it. And I don't have much interest in that part, either."'^ 
5.1.3 Messages perceived 
Some visitors indicated that the message they perceived to run throughout the 
exhibition was that "Hong Kong has a long history and a rich cultural background". 
About half of the interviewed visitors also indicated that the exhibition was clearly 
attempting to highlight the connection between Hong Kong and Mainland China. 
” T h i s interview was conducted on the 27''' of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
12 This interview was conducted on the 12''' of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
This interview was conducted on the 16"' of July, 2003, at a cafe nearby the Museum. 
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One visitor, Tung, said: “I think that the exhibition emphasizes relations with 
Mainland China. For example, some of the displays are borrowed from the Mainland. 
Moreover, the last part on the return of Hong Kong to China also emphasizes its link 
with China.”i4 Yan, a new immigrant, said that: 
I 
I think that the whole exhibition talks a lot about the linkage between 
Hong Kong and the Mainland, starting from the prehistoric section to 
the part on modem Hong Kong. I cannot and would not say that this 
kind of presentation is bad, because Hong Kong has already been 'handed 
over', and I think that the Hong Kong people should know the local 
history more... and should understand that Hong Kong and the Mainland 
have historically never been separated.'^ 
Some visitors indicated that they perceived a message that "Hong Kong has 
roots". One young, locally-bom visitor noted that: “1 got two key messages here. One 
message is that Hong Kong has many thousands of years of history. The second one 
is that Hong Kong has roots, and those roots seem to be closely related with 
Mainland China." Another visitor, Paul, claimed that: 
The exhibition tells people that Hong Kong is a place which is rich in culture 
and history. It tries to tell people that Hong Kong has roots, and that those 
are in the Mainland, of course. You can see from the parts on prehistory 
to history and on folk culture and modem history the fact that many 
pieces of history or culture are related to Mainland China to certain extent. 
So, I guess this 'story' wants to let people know that China and Hong 
Kong have been interlinked in various ways from the very beginning till 
the present. 16 
14 This interview was conducted on the 17''' of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
15 This interview was conducted on the 14''' of July, 2003，at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
16 This interview was conducted on the 20"' of August, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
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Some people also interpreted the exhibition in some other ways. One 
locally-bom visitor, Joyce, said that: 
What I perceive is a very positive message that the exhibition portrays. 
It stresses the hardships that the Hong Kong people had experienced before, 
and says that, in the end, 'Hong Kong will be much better tomorrow'. 
Well, yes... maybe. When I was on the way to visit the exhibition, my mom 
told me how poor and bad her days were at that time. Mom said that Hong 
Kong was very much poorer and worse off than nowadays. So, I think 
the exhibition somehow reminds me that Hong Kong people can bear a lot 
of suffering. No matter how bad today seems to be, I guess it can't be 
worse than the days of our parents or grandparents.^^ 
Some visitors, however, disagreed with this point. As Raymond argued: 
I think that the lives of the people in the past were not that bad at all. 
It wasn't any worse than today. You know, more people live on 
the street nowadays... and so many people commit suicide everyday. 
Life is so hard today... Maybe the early days weren't as materialistic 
as now. The people at that time would have been satisfied if they had 
a place to sleep or something to eat. But this is no longer the case... 
I think "The Hong Kong Story" makes me sick. It seems that the exhibition 
has touched the wounds of my heart. To me, I am seeing in the exhibition 
how Hong Kong is getting worse and worse. Maybe I am thinking 
too 'negatively'. Anyway, the exhibition looks too ‘positive’. It seems to 
me that the exhibition portrays the message 'after Hong Kong's return to 
China, the prospects of Hong Kong will be better' too intentionally. And I 
18 
really feel bad about it. 
Some other visitors, like Kwong, interpreted the exhibition in another way. As 
he noted: 
In the exhibition, I recalled that Hong Kong has gone through many 
hard times. It seems to me that Hong Kong is always undergoing different 
17 This interview was conducted on the 27^ '' of June, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
18 This interview was conducted on the of August, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
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sorts of hardships. I hope that my grandchildren will understand that. 
Hong Kong is not really as 'calm' or as 'prosperous' as people in this 
generation believe. The younger generations in Hong Kong seldom 
experience something really traumatic. Anyway, those hardships 
were Hong Kong's experiences. You will see, we can still live through 
it in the end.^^ 
Wai, a tourist from Beijing, said that: 
This 'story' tells people about the history of Hong Kong, its relations 
with the Mainland, and how people manage to lead their lives. It 
seems understandable that people's lives were sometimes tough in the 
old days, and even now. Anyway, from the last gallery and the short 
movie in that gallery, people should realize that all they have to do or can 
do is to continue living.. • continue to be alive. I think this is what people 
can do, and I think that the exhibition is going to tell its audience that. 
One has to work hard and think positively for as long as they live. 
'Tomorrow will be better', right?^® 
S.\A Analysis: Interpretations of different groups of visitors 
Visitor feedback is very useful in examining the effects of the construction and 
design of "The Hong Kong Story", and also in studying how the audience themselves 
interpret that 'story'. In these findings, no significant differences in visitors' general 
interpretations emerged along lines of gender or education level. The opinions of the 
visitors did, however, show noteworthy differences according to their own cultural 
background and where they were bom and grown up. Their responses can be 
analyzed in the following ways. 
Generally speaking, most of the visitors who were bom and brought up in Hong 
19 This interview was conducted on the lO"" of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
2° This interview was conducted on the 27''' of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
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Kong were more interested in recent local history. They mentioned that they 
expected the exhibition to focus predominantly on the colonial history of Hong Kong, 
and to contain related displays and descriptions 一including, for example, 
information on past Hong Kong governors. As many representatives of this group 
remarked, locally-bom visitors lacked interest in learning about the 'ancient' history 
of the region, and they were concerned mostly with aspects of Hong Kong history 
with which they could more closely identify. In theory, therefore, visitors from this 
group should find more appeal in the last few galleries of the exhibition, which 
demonstrate the history of colonial and modem Hong Kong. However, it is exactly 
the section on modem Hong Kong that aroused the strongest criticism from this 
group of visitors. Since locally-bom visitors carried certain expectations regarding 
this part of the exhibition, and hoped that the galleries dedicated to more recent 
history could reveal more about the events they already knew relatively well or had 
even experienced before, they felt disappointed to find that the exhibition did not 
contain what they considered to be a sufficient amount of information. 
Furthermore, since most of these visitors were bom in a relatively stable and 
prosperous time for Hong Kong —after the 1960s—, they have seldom experienced 
the kind of 'hardships' that the older generations had. Therefore, in considering the 
parts of the exhibition dealing with the periods when Hong Kong experienced 
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economic depression, high unemployment and some other instabilities, locally-bom 
visitors expressed strong resentment towards the message: "Hong Kong will be better 
after the Handover". Many believed that the exhibition advances this message too 
deliberately. 
Since this group of visitors was bom in Hong Kong and are mainly of the 
younger generations, and because they have always received and accepted a great 
deal of 'colonial' goods and influences, they may very well be more likely to prefer 
and expect to be exposed to those aspects of Hong Kong's history which are more 
recent and closer to their own experiences. It may be that these aspects of local 
history have more resonance and sentiment, and help members of this group achieve 
a sense of 'participation' and a sense of self-recognition in that particular part of the 
Hong Kong ‘story’. This may also reveal that these visitors, as a result of 
self-identifying at the exhibition, intend to re-establish or retrieve their sense of 
identity and feeling as a part of their society. 
Most of the local visitors who were bom in the Mainland and had subsequently 
come to Hong Kong were from the older generations. They regarded the Museum as 
a wonderful place for them to recollect the past. This group of visitors gained great 
pleasure from ‘re-viewing’ the lifestyles of people in earlier times, including the 
ways people lived, ate, worked and what entertainments they enjoyed. During the 
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visit, members of this group were not only re-viewing 'the people at that time' but, in 
fact, were re-visiting aspects of their own lives and recollecting the experiences of 
'those days'. The late nineteenth-century street diorama was, therefore, welcomed 
very enthusiastically by this group of visitors. It seems that, given that they may find 
their own experiences reflected in the exhibition, "The Hong Kong Story" serves for 
this group of visitors as a suitable and, indeed, ideal place for them to refresh their 
memories and to retrieve their senses of identity. 
In addition, since most people within this group were of the older generations, 
they possessed first-hand experience of those historical periods often regarded as 
tough and hard. Since these visitors had already experienced the difficult times, they 
did not necessarily think that Hong Kong's current situation was 'as bad as they had 
before'. They seemed to think more 'positively' about the present and about the 
future of Hong Kong compared to the locally-bom interviewees. Having experienced 
harder times than most of the younger respondents, most visitors from this group 
agreed with the Museum's intended message that "Hong Kong will be better 
tomorrow". 
Most of the new immigrants to Hong Kong hoped to leam more about the 
general history of Hong Kong through the exhibition, owing to their desire to 
assimilate and adapt to this new environment. As one such visitor, Alan, noted: "I'd 
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like to see everything that is related to Hong Kong... like culture, history, people and 
'stories'. I came here because I wanted to know more about Hong Kong, and I hope 
that I can cope with the environment more easily as soon as I understand this place 
more. Also, I hope I can also be accepted by the people as a member of Hong Kong 
society, too."^' Such sentiments make clear that new immigrants to Hong Kong are 
interested in constructing both a sense of belongings as well as a sense of identity 
vis-a-vis Hong Kong through visiting "The Hong Kong Story" exhibition. 
Most interviewees from the local visitor and the new immigrant groups 
perceived the Museum as having portrayed the messages that: "Hong Kong's history 
is several thousands years long", "Hong Kong maintains strong connections with 
Mainland China", and "Hong Kong has deep roots". Given that these are, in fact, 
messages that the Museum intends to convey to its audience, it seems that some 
audience have received them well. We can, as a result, see that most of the Museum's 
visitors believe that the exhibition does not only introduce the local history and 
culture, but also conveys to the public the 'hidden' messages that Hong Kong is not 
as 'rootless' as many people thought, and that Hong Kong has a long history of 
interaction with the Mainland. It is clear that some of these visitors to "The Hong 
Kong Story" interpreted the exhibition as having been aimed at increasing their 
21 This interview was conducted on the of August, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
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understanding of local history and heritage, and at strengthening their self esteem, 
their senses of identity, belonging and cohesion. 
5.2 Impacts of the exhibition on visitors' cultural identity 
5.2.1 Visitors'own sense of cultural identity 
Of the visitors that I interviewed (excepting tourists and expatriates), sixteen 
(51.6%) described themselves as "Chinese"; thirteen (41.9%) regarded themselves as 
"Hongkongese"; and two (6.5%) labeled themselves "Hong Kong-bom Chinese". 
-Gender 
Among these interviewees, twelve (75%) of those who claimed to be "Chinese" 
were male; eight (53%) who regarded themselves as "Hongkongese" were female; 
and the two who labeled themselves "Hong Kong-bom Chinese" were both female. 
-Education level 
Among those who saw themselves as "Chinese", five (31.25%) had achieved a 
primary school level; four (25%) had achieved a former secondary school level; four 
(25%) had achieved a high school level; and one (6.25%) had achieved a 
university-level education. 
Among those who saw themselves as "Hongkongese", two (15.4%) had 
achieved a primary school level; one (7.7%) had achieved a former secondary school 
level; seven (53.85%) had achieved a high school level; and three (23.1%) had 
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achieved a university-level education. 
Both of those who deemed themselves "Hong Kong-bom Chinese" were 
university graduates. 
Most of those who thought of themselves as "Chinese" thought so because they 
were bom in 'Greater China' and because they tend to behave 'like a 
"Chinese"' —speaking "Chinese" as their primary language, eating "Chinese" food 
and practicing "Chinese" customs and traditions. These informants, therefore, 
believed that it was most natural for them to regard themselves as "Chinese".22 
Some labeled themselves as "Hongkongese" because they considered the way 
of life in Hong Kong to be appreciably different from that in Mainland China, and 
they felt closer and tied to an identity which emphasizes Hong Kong. 
The two visitors who labeled themselves as "Hong Kong-bom Chinese" 
conveyed the belief that they were "Chinese" because they were bom in Hong 
Kong —now a part of China. However, they were also aware that some aspects of 
the Hong Kong culture and lifestyle are very different from the Mainland, and that 
they therefore wished to specify themselves as "Hong Kong-bom Chinese". Phyllis, 
who had been visiting Europe for the past six years, noted that: 
22 Some point out, however, that they label themselves as "Chinese" because they do not want to be 
so 'complicated'. Some say that, as they were born in Hong Kong, and because Hong Kong is now a 
part of China, they have to 'admit their fate'(言忍命）and be "Chinese". 
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I was bom in Hong Kong, a Chinese territory. But I think the 
"Hongkongese" identity is much more superior to the "Chinese". 
Besides, the longer I was outside Hong Kong and having contact 
with people from different parts of the world, the more I learned 
that Hong Kong is different from the Mainland, and the more I felt 
the need to distinguish myself from those "Mainland Chinese" as well.^^ 
It is telling that Phyllis' comparatively rich international insight drove her to hope to 
be identified by others as "Hongkongese", given that she thought that Hong Kong 
sounded superior to the Mainland and was closer to her own self-image. However, 
she still maintained her "Chinese" identity since she believed that, 
ethnically-speaking, she was still Chinese. She therefore claimed "Hong Kong-bom 
Chinese" as the description that best conveyed her own sense of identity. 
From these findings we can also see that the majority of those who described 
themselves as "Chinese" tended to be male, and tended to be relatively less educated. 
These findings further imply that those who saw themselves as "Hongkongese" or 
"Hong Kong-bom Chinese" tended to be female, and tended to be better educated. 
The reasons for these particular results will have to be saved for future in-depth 
analysis and are not covered in this paper. 
5.2.2 Impacts of the exhibition on people's identity 
When asked whether they thought that the exhibition had influenced their sense 
23 Phyllis made such remarks out of the belief that the "Hongkongese" are different from the 
Mainlanders in terms of attitudes, character, ways of life and education level. 
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of cultural identity, visitors gave a range of different responses. Some of their 
opinions are recorded below. 
Some people believed that their senses of identity were strengthened by the 
exhibition because it enriched their knowledge of Hong Kong. As Raymond 
indicated: “I know more about Hong Kong, its background and its past experiences. 
Everything here is related to Hong Kong. When you know more, you will have more 
feelings for and identification with Hong Kong, because you have a greater 
understanding of it." Joyce agreed, noting that: 
I think the exhibition enables people to understand Hong Kong more, 
and it also strengthens my feeling as a "Hongkongese". I have learned 
about the historical development of Hong Kong and the ways people 
led their lives in the past. It seems that I know more about the past 
of Hong Kong. The exhibition makes me feel that I am a part of Hong 
Kong, as well. 
Some visitors, further, thought that the exhibition helped them to build on their 
sense of cultural identity because of its demonstration that the Hong Kong people 
have very deeply-seated roots. As Melvin said: 
Yes, my sense of identity somehow burst out at this time. The exhibition 
made me realize that Hong Kong does have its history and its roots. So, 
I have a strong feeling that Hong Kong has a long history and a deep 
cultural foundation, not only a short several hundred years. Well, Hong Kong 
is my birthplace and living place, and I feel a bit of a sense of pride.24 
Some visitors also indicated that their senses of identity had been heightened by 
24 This interview was conducted on the 26''' of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
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"The Hong Kong Story" because the exhibition allowed them to realize the linkages 
between Hong Kong and Mainland China. As Fai, a young locally-bom visitor 
mentioned: 
I think that the exhibition does raise my sense of belonging and identity 
towards Hong Kong and even China to some extent. You can see, for 
instance, the part on the phases of historical development of Hong Kong. 
Lots of connections between the two places have been highlighted. 
And I found out that China and Hong Kong are historically linked. To a 
certain extent, I think that my sense of identity has jumped out, because 
I discovered that Hong Kong is not alone, and that it has been supported 
by the Mainland.^^ 
Kwong, who was bom in the Mainland, concurred, saying that: 
Yes, it carries that meaning to me. Hong Kong is a part of China. So, the 
story of Hong Kong cannot ignore its relations with China. Therefore, 
knowing Hong Kong's history will help me learn some of China's, too. 
I think that the Mainland and Hong Kong have connections in many ways... 
So, people will be clearer about their identity after visiting the exhibition. 
In addition, some visitors believed that the exhibition had increased their senses 
of cultural identity since it had reinforced their emotions regarding, and attachment 
to Hong Kong. As Ivy stated: 
I have reviewed the long history of Hong Kong, and I realize that Hong 
Kong is not that 'poor'! It has deep cultural traditions. Also, I have seen 
how Hong Kong people work hard to earn a living and how they lived 
under the poor conditions in the past. This made me feel touched. I think 
the exhibition did raise my sentimental bond towards Hong Kong. And 
right at this moment, I feel myself more tied to Hong Kong.^^ 
25 This interview was conducted on the 25''' of July, 2003，at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
26 This interview was conducted on the 13''' of August, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
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Helen, too, expressed similar thoughts. "I know that people's lives was tough in the 
early days," she said. "But this impression became much stronger when I saw the 
displays in the Museum. So, after the visit, I have come to believe that the Hong 
Kong people can get through present hardships as well. I think that the exhibition 
reminds me of my identity as a "Hongkongese", as well as the 'quality' of the Hong 
Kong people —tough and tolerant.”之？ 
Some visitors, however, thought that the exhibition did not really contribute to 
the establishment of a sense of identity or belonging vis-a-vis Hong Kong; some 
even considered the exhibition's message to have been unconvincing. Bon, a young, 
locally-bom visitor, argued that: 
I don't think that the exhibition helps construct or increase my sense 
of identity. I don't think that 'Hong Kong people' should all live in 
walled villages or work as fishermen to become 'Hong Kong people'. 
I don't agree with that, and I don't agree with this presentation either. 
I think that there are many different kinds of people living in Hong Kong, 
and that they may come from different places and may have different ways 
of living. They can be Hong Kong people too! So，I don't understand why 
the Museum only portrays Hong Kong like that. 
Peggy made a similar comment. “I don't think that my sense of identity will be 
raised by the exhibition", she said. "I regard this as a 'show' produced by the 
government. My sense of identity would not be heightened merely by seeing these 
This interview was conducted on the 20"" of July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
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millions of years of natural history or Hong Kong's 'happy' return to China. I just 
don't agree with the stances taken by the Museum —they beautify Hong Kong in a 
way that's too obvious." 
Some visitors also commented that the exhibition lacked a specific focus, that it 
attempted to cover too many aspects of Hong Kong's history at once and failed to 
cover anything in detail. Since they could not find any major focus in "The Hong 
Kong Story", they did not think that the exhibition could be capable of constructing 
or strengthening their senses of identity. As Tony said: "it does not work on me. The 
exhibition is too brief and general. It tries to cover too many things but I consider the 
content as weak. Besides, I don't have any feeling or experience towards the 
prehistoric or early days of Hong Kong. I can't really identify with that." Phyllis 
concurred in mentioning that: 
I don't think that the exhibition can reinforce my sense of identity. And 
I feel confused when the exhibition puts those Mainland materials in. It 
would be better if the Museum could show us more about the linkages 
between the Mainland items and Hong Kong. Because of this lack 
of explanation, I don't think that the exhibition intends to ‘enhance’ 
people's identity towards Hong Kong or China. 
Some of the visitors also felt that their own identity construction could not be 
influenced merely by a museum visit. Barry, a local who was bom in the Mainland, 
summed up this viewpoint in saying that: 
28 This interview was conducted on the 18''' of August, 2003, at a cafe nearby the Museum. 
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There are lots of things that take a lot of time and hard thought before 
they can be accepted. Given this short period of time, it is not like 
having someone tell you that Hong Kong or China is like that will 
make you change your attitude and identify more with it. I cannot 
do that. I think the exhibition will not have much influence on my 
sense of identity.^^ 
Another local visitor, Rosanne, said that: 
It is difficult to strengthen my sense of identity through the exhibition. 
I think that people's senses of identity would not be influenced that much 
by the government's promotion of 'you are what people' or 'this place 
is this good and that good'. I think we cannot love our country or our 
place simply because the government asks us to do so. We cannot 
love our country or our place 'all of a sudden'. So, I don't think that people 
can enhance their senses of identity after just two hours in a museum. 
Denise, a young new immigrant to Hong Kong, commented that: "the exhibition 
just provides a framework of what Hong Kong looks like, and it gives people some 
general ideas about Hong Kong. But I think that 'identity' is not something that is 
instantly created. One has to feel, accept, think and perceive. It cannot work out 
within that short period of time."^® 
Others simply expressed no strong feelings about the exhibition. As Daphne 
noted: 
I don't have much feeling towards the past. It is hard for me to imagine 
that time. Although the exhibition enables me to think about Hong Kong, 
I am only gaining very general understandings, and some of the things 
that I wanted to know are not mentioned here; they are not telling the 
29 This interview was conducted on the 28''' June, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Comer. 
This interview was conducted on the 22"'' June, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
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whole story... Sense of identity? Rather abstract... I really don't know.^' 
Paul felt the same way, as indicated when he mentioned that: “I don't have any 
strong feelings towards the exhibition. Well, maybe I am not interested in history... 
and I think that the exhibition is targeted more at the local people. I may know a bit 
more about Hong Kong, but I can't get any resonance or special feelings from the 
exhibition." 
5.2.3 Analysis: Visitors，perceptions in relations to their sense of identity 
-Sense of identity strengthened 
Of the museum visitors that I interviewed (excepting tourists and expatriates) 
seventeen (54.8%) thought that the exhibition helped them in building on their own 
cultural identity. Of this group, the majority (ten) thought of themselves as "Chinese". 
70% were male, and most were bom in the Mainland and had reached an age of 50 or 
older. No sharp distinction was observed between interviewees of different education 
levels. 
From these responses, and also according to the responses outlined in the above 
section, it is clear that the message advanced by "The Hong Kong Story" is more 
likely to appeal to people who are male, who are relatively older and who settled in 
Hong Kong from the Mainland several decades ago. This group of people have a 
31 This interview was conducted on the 14''' July, 2003, at the Museum Refreshment Corner. 
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higher sense of resonance with and devotion to the exhibition, as it provides them 
with a strong sense of nostalgic recollection and attachment to both the past and the 
present. For this group of people, the exhibition not only enables the recall of the 
experiences and lifestyles of the historical Hong Kong but, more importantly it 
allows them a means of re-viewing their selves and of situating themselves within the 
larger society. 
Moreover, this group of visitors also identified with those sections of the 
exhibition which highlighted the linkages between Hong Kong and the Mainland. 
Since the majority of these visitors were bom and brought up in the Mainland, they 
are very much aware of the connections between the two places. In the exhibition's 
attention to this sort of information, they are therefore able to find their own sense of 
cultural identity as "Chinese" being both evoked and reinforced. 
It seems, therefore, that "The Hong Kong Story" provides an ideal place for this 
group of "Chinese" to recapture their memories of the past and to retrieve their 
cultural identities, as they have more intense feelings for, and identifications with, 
the exhibition's displays. This group of visitors therefore seems to have taken more 
pleasure in the exhibition, and are more likely than some other visitors to accept the 
exhibition's vision of Hong Kong's history as a kind of fine 'reflection' and 
'revision' of the facts. 
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In addition to this group of people, seven visitors who labeled themselves 
"Hongkongese" also felt that the exhibition did, in fact，strengthen their sense of 
cultural identity. Of these visitors, 71.4% were female, and most were bom and 
brought up in Hong Kong. They were all of a younger age, and over half were 
secondary school graduates (three) or university graduates (one). 
This group of visitors believed that their sense of identity had been heightened 
by the exhibition because it allowed them to achieve a general understanding about 
the history and cultural heritage of the place where they have lived since birth. The 
exhibition, they believed, enabled them to gain particular knowledge of the historical 
development of Hong Kong and the way of life experienced by people in the past and, 
as a result, endowed them with a certain assurance, appreciation, and esteem for their 
selves and their place of birth and upbringing. 
The exhibition also allowed this group of young "Hongkongese", who are often 
believed to lack a sense of belonging and commitment, to realize the profound 
historical and cultural foundations of Hong Kong. Not only were their 
understandings of Hong Kong increased by their visiting the exhibition, but their 
sentiments and appreciation for the territory may also have been increased. This has 
helped to strengthen their sense of belonging and to boost their "Hongkongese" 
identity. 
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-Sense of identity not strengthened 
Fourteen visitors (45.2%) did not believe that the exhibition had helped them in 
the construction of their cultural identity. Of these fourteen respondents, most were 
either secondary school graduates (six) or university graduates (five), and 57% were 
male. 
Of these fourteen informants, six described themselves as "Chinese", and half 
were new immigrants to Hong Kong. Since the exhibition focuses primarily on the 
history of Hong Kong, a subject with which this group of people may have felt 
uncertain, they may have found it difficult to find much resonance with the 
exhibition, and the exhibition therefore did not do much to enhance their sense of 
identity. 
Nevertheless, visitors from this group still hoped to learn more from the 
exhibition about various aspects of Hong Kong's history and culture. It was their 
belief that, with a deeper understanding of Hong Kong, they would be able to better 
cope with their new environment and to find acceptance as a member of Hong Kong 
society. To the new comers to Hong Kong, then, the exhibition is less likely to serve 
to validate their identity, and more likely to serve as a kind of 'education centre' 
wherein they may familiarize themselves with local history, 'stories', and the 
specificities of their new home. This group of visitors, regarding themselves and 
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regarded by others as the 'freshmen' of Hong Kong, long to obtain and maintain 
certain kinds of self-identification by acquiring a fundamental understanding of their 
new home. While "The Hong Kong Story" may not have helped much in building or 
strengthening their sense of local identity, it did indeed provide them with the kind of 
preliminary understanding of their adopted home which could serve as a base for the 
establishment of a greater sense of attachment to Hong Kong. 
Another eight visitors who did not feel that the exhibition had helped in 
establishing their cultural identity were those who regarded themselves as 
"Hongkongese" (six) and "Hong Kong-bom Chinese" (two). All of these were of the 
younger generation, and included both locally-bom and Mainland-bom locals who 
had come to Hong Kong at an early age. Unlike some of their contemporaries, 
visitors from this group were concerned particularly with the recent history of Hong 
Kong, and did not have many strong feelings for the 'ancient' past. Many of these 
visitors therefore focused their attention on the aspects of Hong Kong history with 
which they were most familiar. As a result, they felt rather doubtful about, resentful 
of, and disenchanted by the exhibition, which places more emphasis on more distant 
Hong Kong history. 
Some of these "Hongkongese" or "Hong Kong-bom Chinese" felt that the 
exhibition did not resonate with them and, instead of attachment, they felt a sense of 
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detachment since they could not find their place in the exhibition. These 
"Hongkongese" or "Hong Kong-bom Chinese" visitors were not overly satisfied 
with the particular memories and images of Hong Kong that the exhibition advanced, 
and they consequently found themselves 'uninvolved' or 'under-represented' in "The 
Hong Kong Story". 
Since the members of this group were brought up and educated in Hong Kong, 
they had a relatively stronger sense of identity, one that is centred on Hong Kong. 
These adolescents would have preferred to have found reflected in the exhibition an 
understanding of Hong Kong which was somewhat closer and familiar to their own 
experiences. Since, however, they did not feel strongly 'involved' in and attached to 
the exhibition, and since they could not establish their own place within it, members 
of this group of visitors considered the exhibition to have neither increased nor 
helped to construct their own senses of cultural identity. 
5.3 Conclusion 
We can see from these results that visitors had very different opinions on the 
impact of "The Hong Kong Story" on their senses of cultural identity. Some visitors 
felt strongly that the exhibition had increased their senses of belonging vis-a-vis 
Hong Kong, as well as their own senses of identity, because it had enabled them to 
better understand Hong Kong and to reinforce their emotional ties to the territory. 
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Other visitors, however, did not agree that the exhibition had helped them in 
establishing a sense of cultural identity. Members of this group believed that the 
construction of one's identity takes time, and regarded the exhibition as 
unconvincing and lacking focus. The responses of these visitors serve to highlight the 
fact that Museum visitors were not passive or unquestioning in viewing the 
exhibition and, indeed, many were both sensitive and resistant to what they 
considered to be political propaganda. 
From these results, we may also note the different ways in which visitors view 
and leam from the exhibition, how people's past experiences guide their 
interpretations of exhibition materials, and how they will pick up on the different 
'memories' constructed in the exhibition. Visitors' perceptions of the exhibition were 
clearly very highly correlated with their own cultural backgrounds and their own 
cultural identities. Those with a sense of "Chinese" identity, for instance, tended to 
'agree' with the exhibition's recognition of the linkages and relationships between 
the Mainland and Hong Kong. Some of the visitors who identified themselves as 
"Hongkongese", however, were inclined to focus mainly and particularly on Hong 
Kong alone, or on 'western, colonial things', because these were the things which 
were more closer and familiar to them. We can see, therefore, that both the history 
presented by the Museum and people's own unique perceptions of 'the past' played 
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Chapter 6 Analysis: The Museum and the Construction of Identity 
The previous chapter discussed visitors' responses towards "The Hong Kong 
Story", the permanent exhibition at the Hong Kong Museum of History. I have 
suggested that museum visitors are not passive receivers and that, indeed, they 
interpret the history constructed by the Museum according to their own views and 
cultural backgrounds. In this chapter, I will render an overall analysis of the issue of 
cultural identity in Hong Kong, and in so doing consider how the exhibition's 
construction of memory has a certain impact on visitors' senses of identity. 
6.1 The interpretations and negotiations of identity among the Hong Kong people 
Identity can be understood as the distinctive character of an individual. It is, in 
general, a kind of psychological phenomenon involving the perceptions and 
projections of self in relation to others (Okita 1997). Further, identity can also be 
viewed from different perspectives. From a psychological perspective, identity offers 
people a sense of self-esteem, since it projects a kind of self-image onto an individual. 
Culturally speaking, identity "provides a sense of distinctiveness, and sometimes a 
tendency towards a feeling of superiority" (Okita 1997: 134). In the political 
dimension, identity may generate a sense of patriotism and national pride. On one 
hand, therefore, identity enables individuals to develop sentiments and self-meanings. 
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On the other hand, it also leads to the forging and maintenance of certain groups and 
societal ties. 
As was previously mentioned, the construction of cultural identity among the 
Hong Kong people is closely linked to the history of Hong Kong. Since Hong Kong 
has long been held under the sway of many different socio-ideologies, such as 
modernism, colonialism, and Chinese traditionalism, the local society seems to lack 
certain kinds of unifying cultural foundations (Chan 1994). As a result, the sense of 
cultural identity shared by the people of Hong Kong seems ambiguous. Many locals 
are at a loss or are 'struggling' to find particular labels for self-identifying, often 
wavering between "Chinese", "Hongkongese" or something else. This uncertainty 
was especially pronounced immediately before and after 1997, because since then, 
Hong Kong stopped being a colony and receives administration from the Mainland, 
and some people may be doubtful about what identity (or identities) they are going to 
carry. 
In order to understand the impact of "The Hong Kong Story" on people's 
identities, it is essential to first explore the self-perceptions of the Hong Kong people. 
Lau (1997) has pointed out that "Chinese" and "Hongkongese" are the two terms that 
are most commonly used by the Hong Kong Chinese in labelling themselves. 
According to the surveys Lau conducted from 1985 to 1995, the majority of 
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interviewees claimed their primary identity as "Hongkongese". However, local 
people's senses of identity are not always so clear-cut; very often, people evidence a 
mixed sense of belonging. As Wong (1996) states, self-identifying as both 
"Hongkongese" and "Chinese" does not produce any contradiction because Hong 
Kong people can be both —having a sense of 'indigenous' identity (Hong Kong) and 
also identifying oneself with the history and culture of China are not mutually 
exclusive. 
Yet, there exists a decisive difference between these two identities. Mathews 
(2000), in considering the meanings of identities claimed by different Hong Kong 
residents, points out that: 
Chineseness was expressed at a number of different levels: as one's 
ethnicity, and the culture of one's daily life; as one's ancestral background 
and its civilization, history, and heritage; and as the nationality 
and state to which one now belongs (2000: 136). 
Mathews shows that there are often different implications when one's "Chinese" 
identity is expressed, implications which may pertain to ethnicity, culture, or familial 
relations. As was mentioned in Chapter Five of this thesis, visitors to the Museum 
often had their own preferences and reasons for claiming certain identifications such 
as "Chinese", "Hongkongese", and "Hong Kong-bom Chinese". As many visitors 
pointed out, the "Chinese" identity may not only imply one's place of origin or place 
of birth, but also specifies a sense of having 'Chinese blood' and being the 'offspring 
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of the dragon’ 1 (育直白勺傳人）or 'the offspring of the ancient emperors Yan and 
Huang'(炎黃子孫).However, some Museum visitors also pointed out that they 
might regard a "Chinese" identity as inferior, since they considered China to be poor, 
and its people to be less educated and less polite. 
Siu (1996) has indicated that, among Hong Kong residents of the post-war 
generations, there is hardly any strong practical and sentimental bond towards 
Mainland China. She thinks that people in Hong Kong have therefore developed a 
distinct culture and way of thought that is both suitable for, and unique to themselves. 
Since Mainland China has become a place from which they feel distanced, they have 
gradually come to view Hong Kong as their standing point, or 'homeland', and have 
come to regard themselves as "Hongkongese". A "Hongkongese" identity may, 
therefore, connote an individual more emotionally, psychologically and culturally 
tied to Hong Kong. As some museum visitors also mentioned, stating that they were 
from Hong Kong gave them a sense of superiority and a sense of pride, owing to the 
fact that Hong Kong is perceived to be more advanced and more 'civilized' than 
Mainland China is. The "Hongkongese" identity therefore carries some positive and 
superior weight for many of the individuals who have adopted it. 
Those who think of themselves as "Hong Kong-bom Chinese", as did museum 
‘ I t is common for the Chinese to regard the dragon as the symbol of China, representing blessing and 
strength. 
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visitors Phyllis and Rosanne, may do so due to the impact of hybridity, a 
combination of the above two justifications, as Tarn (1997) suggests. Tarn posits that 
this label not only denotes that Hong Kong has returned to its homeland, but that it 
also signifies the fact that “Hong Kong Chinese" remain different from "the other 
Chinese" (Tarn 1997: 304). Phyllis, who had spent several years living and working 
in Europe, enjoyed certain experiences and global insights that made her "Hong 
Kong-bom Chinese" character emerge. On one hand, she upheld her "Chineseness", 
since she thought of herself as ethnically Chinese —especially when she was away 
from Hong Kong or in the "Chinese" community/context when she was in Europe. 
On the other hand, she wished to be identified by others as "Hongkongese", since she 
felt that "Hongkongese" were superior to Mainlanders in terms of their level of 
education, their manners, and their behaviours. A "Hong Kong-bom Chinese" 
identity therefore sounded better to her, since it showed her distinction as a 
"Hongkongese" while continuing to signify her essential "Chineseness". 
The interviews conducted with museum visitors indicated that the choice of a 
cultural identity is primarily left to the individual, and may have related to a number 
of different rationales. These identities may be very complex in their specific 
meanings. People maintain a feeling and a recognition of the self through an identity, 
yet, that identity may not necessarily be a definite or a singular one (Chan 1994; Hall 
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1996). The choice of what aspects of one's identity to reveal seems to depend largely 
on the particular situation, especially where one is and to whom one is talking.^ 
Therefore, identity is situational, and is always changing according to different 
circumstances and different locations (Mathews 1997; Siu 1996; Wu 1994). 
Mageo (2001) has pointed out that, under colonial rule, a people's sense of self 
may look complicated, and the past can exert a particular influence in the 
construction of identity. This point is also applicable to Hong Kong, given its status 
as a former British colony. Prior to the 1960s, Hong Kong was considered to be a 
way station for the flow of immigrants from the Mainland. After the 1960s, people 
began to look to Hong Kong as a place to settle down, and these new arrivals began 
to absorb the history and culture of the territory (Watson 1998). The gradual 
emergence of a need for a social space for the cultivation or shaping of their sense of 
local belonging and identity led to the advent of the Museum of History, whose 
exhibitions not only enable people gamer a better understanding of local history, but 
also promote a sense of identification and belonging. The Museum allows the Hong 
Kong resident to realize and take comfort in the notion that the city has a past and is 
not rootless. 
2 Some people say that when they go to the Mainland, or go travelling abroad, they identify 
themselves as "Hongkongese", since in such situations they wish to specify to others their place of 
origin. Some further note, however, that their "Chinese" identity tends to stand out in situations where 
they are interacting with members of other ethnic groups, or when sudden ethnic incidents happen. 
101 
Analysis: The Museum and the Construction of Identity 
The Hong Kong Museum of History indeed reveals the interplay between the 
cultural identity of the Hong Kong people and the territory's historical background 
and, further, underlines some aspects of the construction of Hong Kong people's 
cultural identity. As Hall (1989) suggests, an important issue of cultural identity is 
the way that people acquire that identity, that is, "the process of becoming rather than 
being" (Hall 1989: 70). We can see from this study that identity is also constructed in 
the representation processes, such as presentations and representations in museums, 
of a given cultural system. 
6.2 The Hong Kong Museum of History as a locus of identity construction 
From previous chapters we can see that, through the permanent exhibition "The 
Hong Kong Story", the Hong Kong Museum of History aims to construct and 
maintain a sense of cultural identity among the people of Hong Kong. In this chapter, 
I will analyze the exhibition's actual role in influencing the construction of such a 
cultural identity. 
6.2.1 “The Hong Kong Story"—The cultural display of identity 
‘‘The Hong Kong Story" makes people aware of the past —both Hong Kong's 
history and their own— by illustrating the flow of time from prehistory to the present. 
In so doing, the exhibition shows visitors that Hong Kong has a history of some 
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6,000 years. Realizing this fact aids people in better understanding the place in which 
they live, and accordingly helps to gradually establish a sense of cultural identity and 
a sense of pride in their society. 
In political terms, by showing the development of Hong Kong as having 
historically been tied to Mainland China, the exhibition encourages the notion that 
Hong Kong is not an 'orphan', as some people may claim, but indeed has a long 
heritage firmly rooted in China. Many people regard Hong Kong as 'rootless', 
'without a past', or 'without culture', and the Hong Kong people are often seen as 
lacking a sense of self-identification and of belonging. By highlighting Hong Kong's 
profound historical and cultural traditions, and by revealing its deep roots, "The 
Hong Kong Story" aims to reverse this preconception and to forge a much stronger 
local sense of social esteem and cultural identity. I suggest that the version of Hong 
Kong's ‘story，advanced by the exhibition 一one which focuses on the long-standing 
ties with the Mainland, on the tolerant and diligent nature of the Hong Kong people, 
and on the idea that Hong Kong enjoys ‘the best of both worlds' (the modem, 
western capitalist system and traditional Chinese culture)— creates a strong and 
identifiable cultural identity for Hong Kong, and is influential in the process of 
cultivating a local sense of esteem and belonging. 
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6.2.2 The consumption of the past~the search for roots and identity 
In previous chapters, we have seen how "The Hong Kong Story" presents and 
interprets local history and heritage. As Baxandall (1991) and Walsh (1992) have 
noted, the process of preserving and presenting the past can also be viewed as a 
process of constructing an identity. Zolberg (1996: 70)，too, has pointed out that the 
cultural construction of meaning often involves an effort to "direct- or misdirect-
thinking about the past". From these views, we can further posit that the past is often 
shaded with the colours of the present, and that the experiences of the present may 
influence the way the past is constructed. I suggest, therefore, that the museum 
exhibition, in advancing and recalling collective memories, encourages a sense of 
boundedness among the people of a given society and in so doing acts to construct 
and to foster people's cultural identity. 
As Mageo argues, cultural identity is often considered to represent an 
"ideological presentation of culture" (Mageo 2001: 2). The 'past' created and 
represented in the museum is, therefore, closely related to people's present 
self-identifications and cultural identities. By reconstructing the late nineteenth-
century street scene, settings typical of the Hong Kong of the 1960s through the 
1980s, and by presenting information on the return of Hong Kong to China in 1997, 
the Museum distils the collective memories of the Hong Kong people, and especially 
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those of the elder generations, into a kind of commonly-shared past. As Spitzer (1999: 
92) contends, through the building up of a link between a "self-in-present" and an 
image of the "self-in-past", the past often plays a significant part in the construction 
of a cultural identity. We can argue, in view of this, that by establishing a kind of 
collective memory through "The Hong Kong Story", and by enabling visitors to 
bridge the gap between the past and the present, the Hong Kong Museum of History 
in fact allows people to identify with and to develop a kind of sentimental bond 
regarding Hong Kong, thereby forging a sense of cultural identity. 
Further, by articulating an all-embracing account of the historical development 
of Hong Kong, the exhibition encourages people to question who they are and to 
attempt to self-identify; the exhibition lays out the historical 'facts' to its audience, 
and then allows those visitors to paint a picture for themselves. As one visitor, Jimmy, 
noted, "I never thought that Hong Kong had such a long historical background. 
History books were not written like that in my time. I kept asking myself ‘is that 
true?" in the exhibition. Anyway, it was just shocking for me to leam about that. I am 
quite confused at the moment...! think I will have to reconsider both myself and 
Hong Kong further..." We can note, therefore, that the exhibition does, indeed, elicit 
questions like: 'then, who are you/we?', and encourages people to consider issues 
relating to themselves. 
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6.2.3 History and heritage as social constructs 
The exhibition also constructs a sense of cultural identity among the Hong Kong 
people by telling museum visitors new and unexpected things about Hong Kong. By 
presenting and interpreting the history and culture of Hong Kong through "The Hong 
Kong Story", different and general dimensions of Hong Kong and its people are 
explored, and people are encouraged to familiarize themselves with the history of the 
territory. Some visitors indicated that they felt that the exhibition had offered them 
another vision, or a more wide-ranging account of Hong Kong's 'story'. Many noted 
that they did not know, prior to visiting the exhibition, that Hong Kong's history 
extended back 6,000 years, and they believed that the exhibition had both stimulated 
and, indeed, amazed them. The Museum's focus on a broader span of history that 
with which most people are familiar is unexpected, and tells another version of the 
'story' of Hong Kong. By absorbing this new information through the exhibition 
experience, visitors may develop certain new ideas and perceptions concerning both 
the society and the self. 
"The Hong Kong Story" can, therefore, be considered to describe the flow of 
development of Hong Kong throughout its history in a general manner 一as a place, 
once ruled by the Mainland, which became a British colony before reverting to 
Chinese administration and as a place of traditional cultural values and practices 
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which gradually became a place of 'mixed' cultural background and composition. 
The 6,000 years of local history presented in the exhibition have been simplified and 
generalized, and seem to have been simplified in a selective manner, one which 
shows only part of Hong Kong's history to make the exhibition or 'story' look tight, 
comprehensible and presentable, in order to more easily reflect the manifold 
experiences of Hong Kong and its people. 
6.3 The visitors' different museum experiences 
Visitors tended to perceive the exhibition differently, each picking up different 
memories or histories from their visit. Some visitors commented that the exhibition 
carried certain political aims, such as 'weakening the political nature of particular 
political events'(淡化政治事件）like the 1967 riot and the June Fourth Event, and 
that it 'purposely' aimed to establish a sense of attachment to the Mainland. Some 
also commented that these political aims included 'talking up' Hong Kong in order to 
forge people's senses of belonging and solidarity. Although some of the museum 
staff denied intentionally broadcasting these messages, some of the visitors remained 
convinced that the exhibition, indeed, had political motives driving the way it 
presented and represented local history. 
There was no significant difference between one's socio-economic status, like 
gender or education level, and their interpretations within the same group of 
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local-bom visitors. Many of the younger local visitors with whom I spoke felt a 
certain amount of resentment vis-a-vis the exhibition. These visitors tended to have 
higher education level and were those locally-bom or Mainland-bom locals who had 
come to Hong Kong at an early age, regardless of gender. Much of their resentment 
was directed at what they considered to be the Museum's undue focus on the 
'ancient' past and comparative inattention to the depiction of recent history, 
especially where the roles of the colonial governments were concerned. Many 
members of this young audience did not evidence much interest in learning about 
things long in the past, since they felt alienated by them or, as one visitor said: 'they 
are not my business'. Such visitors felt that things that were not obviously or directly 
related to their own experiences had little resonance, and did not inspire any 
particular feelings in them. In this respect, therefore, the exhibition was not able to 
encourage much of a sense of attachment, identity, and self-recognition in this part of 
the community. 
Some visitors also commented that the exhibition, especially the section 
concerning the return of Hong Kong to China, constituted something of a 'hard sell'. 
Some argued that that the section was too overtly political, in the sense that it tried to 
emphasize and, indeed, overemphasize the importance and significance of the 
Handover by portraying Hong Kong as 'having a bright and prominent future after 
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the handover'. This overt politicality made many visitors, particularly those young 
and well-educated local visitors, uncomfortable and even irritated. Indeed, in view of 
the economic and political instability experienced in Hong Kong since the Handover, 
and since many felt uncertain and worried about their own futures as well as that of 
Hong Kong, many visitors were not satisfied with the messages and images of Hong 
Kong advanced by the exhibition. Moreover, since many younger visitors had been 
brought up in, educated in and socialized to Hong Kong, they possessed a sense of 
identity which is based predominantly in Hong Kong. They had therefore hoped to 
gain valuable life experience from, and search for their own certainties in the 
exhibition. Some, however, could not in fact find their place in the exhibition, and 
even felt 'lost', because they were not quite familiar with the materials presented in 
"The Hong Kong Story". 
Quite a number of the visitors who were bom in the Mainland or who were of 
the elder generations considered their identities to be closer to "Chinese". Most of 
these visitors had already taken it for granted regarding the relation with Mainland 
China in the historical development of Hong Kong, and were not as resentful or 
doubtful about the exhibition's message as were those younger visitors who were 
born or brought up in Hong Kong —those who thought of themselves more as 
"Hongkongese". This "Chinese" group of visitors found that the exhibition's displays 
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resonated more with them, especially as they gained a greater understanding of the 
linkages and relationships between Hong Kong and the Mainland. The exhibition 
also offered them a site for reminiscing about the past and for reliving the social 
experiences of both the past and the present. "The Hong Kong Story" therefore not 
only allowed them to recapture past memories 一the good times and bad times that 
they had experienced before一 but, by allowing them to share that past with their 
companions, relatives, and children or grandchildren, underscored their conceptions 
of the meaning of life and of their value systems, as well as their senses of 
self-recognition and cultural identity. 
These diverse results demonstrate the fact that people often have different 
feelings about, and interpretations of the same thing. While some visitors regarded 
the exhibition as having 'touched their hearts' because of its capacity to bring to 
mind nostalgic memories and past experiences, other visitors felt angered by it, 
feeling that it had rather 'touched the wounds of their hearts'. Visitors' opinions on 
the exhibition were often shaped by their own cultural backgrounds and mindsets. It 
is clear, therefore, that a museum audience's backgrounds and senses of cultural 
identity indeed play a significant role in defining the museum experience and in 
dictating different interpretations of the exhibition on display. 
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6.4 The political nature of the exhibition 
Foucault (1977) has pointed out that power and knowledge are mutually 
involved. In his view, the construction of 'truths' involves power, and knowledge has 
implications for power. It should be noticed that museums visitors are not passive 
and powerless receivers of messages conveyed by the exhibition designers. While the 
museum obtains its power and authority to present and interpret the local history out 
of their own considerations and concerns, the museum visitors also acquire their own 
sense of power in rejecting and resisting what the Museum projects or conveys. 
Furthermore, the production or consumption of knowledge is always, in a certain 
sense, political. The application of the word 'political', here, refers not only to the 
knowledge displayed in museum exhibitions, but also to the presence of different 
parties and ideas in the process of putting together the exhibitions. 
The museum is a socio-cultural mechanism that can be used to manage political 
consciousness and to assert political power (Lumley 1988). Accordingly, the Hong 
Kong Museum of History is often considered to be more than just a place where 
exhibits of historical significance are displayed. In fact, the composition of "The 
Hong Kong Story" also reflects certain political concerns on the part of the Museum 
or the government. Preparation of the exhibition began six years before its opening in 
2001，and the initial call for tenders lasted a full year. In theory, the Museum could 
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have begun the process of designing and constructing the exhibition by simply 
awarding the contract to the tender most clearly capable of carrying out and finishing 
the project at hand. In fact, however, at the end of 1997 the Urban Council^ of the 
day withheld approval of the Museum's budget in order to encourage the revision of 
certain aspects of the exhibition, 'suggesting' that the Museum should put more 
emphasis on certain themes, including the Opium Wars, the Japanese Occupation, Dr. 
Sun Yat-sen, and the 1997 Handover. Because of this 'suggestion', the Museum 
needed to re-design parts of the exhibition and to call for tenders again; this process 
consumed another whole year. 
It is worth noting, therefore, that the original designs and the actual displays of 
the exhibition are somewhat different. Decisions concerning the exhibition's content 
were made not only by the museum staff, but also by the government and the Urban 
Council. Because of the influence of more than one party, the resulting exhibition is 
aimed not only at increasing people's understandings of local history, but also at 
constructing a sense of cultural identity and belonging vis-a-vis Hong Kong and the 
Mainland by highlighting the connections between the two places. 
It is also worth noting that the Museum's current permanent exhibition "The 
Hong Kong Story", and its previous one "The Story of Hong Kong", follow 
3 Before 2000, the Museum was placed under the management of the Urban Council, and all of the 
Museum's exhibitions and projects had to be approved by the Council in order to receive funding. 
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noticeably different paths in presenting the 'stories' of Hong Kong. "The Story of 
Hong Kong" (launched in 1991) could be regarded as having been 'detailed in 
mentioning the recent, and brief in mentioning the ancient'(詳今f咯古).In that 
previous exhibition, the more ancient history of Hong Kong was described only very 
succinctly, while the era following the early growth of the Hong Kong colony was 
depicted in a more comprehensive manner. "The Hong Kong Story" (launched in 
2001)，however, is just the opposite. It succeeds in 'mentioning the ancient history in 
details, and brief in the recent'(詳遠略近).We can see that the current exhibition 
details the historical and cultural development of Hong Kong much more extensively 
from the early appearance of prehistoric inhabitants to each dynasty in the historical 
development of Mainland China, but mentions relatively little about more recent 
historical and political events, particularly where they concern the former colonial 
government. Although the exhibition's preparation began before Hong Kong's return 
to China in 1997，the staff received a certain measure of pressure from the 
government and the Urban Council after the 1997 Handover, and its opening was 
delayed until 2001. It is clear from the differences between the present exhibition and 
its predecessor that the government and Urban Council wished to add to "The Hong 
Kong Story" further material on the long historical and cultural development, the 
deep foundations of Hong Kong, and its prolonged connections with Mainland China, 
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SO as to both heighten public consciousness with regard to the 'genuine' history of 
Hong Kong, and to promote people's senses of belonging to and identification with 
their society, and stress the cultural and historical connection between Mainland 
China and Hong Kong. 
Understanding these facets of the creation of "The Hong Kong Story", we can 
see that the exhibition is always selective in nature, and that it has undergone, and is 
undergoing, a process of careful editing. In its displays and interpretations of the 
material presented in the exhibition, the Museum has adopted different ways of 
advancing both its own and/or the government's version of Hong Kong's history, and 
in so doing upholds, stresses, or weakens the historical, cultural or political nature of 
certain historical events. It is clear, therefore, that the Museum must always take into 
consideration certain political issues, and must bear certain pressures in the process 
of fulfilling its mandate. 
Although the curators of the exhibition have already altered its displays where 
many aspects —such as cultural ties and the 1997 Handover— are concerned, as 
'suggested' (or more appropriately, as 'required'), and have highlighted the 
introduction of Chinese history and culture throughout the exhibition, it seems that 
direct government intervention in the Museum's work remains infrequent. This is 
likely due to the fact that museum staff and government officials have different levels 
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of understanding, awareness, and perception concerning the field of muscology, and 
even where local history and culture are concerned. It would seem, therefore, that the 
Museum is more likely to have undergone a program of 'self-censorship' rather than 
submitting to strong, direct political intervention on the part of the government. 
Indeed, some museum staff indicated that, in many aspects of their work, they had 
already begun to consider the government's potential concerns when considering 
how to design the contents of the exhibition. They maintain, however, that the 
Museum is not subject to strong political interference or pressure, and that they 
would not 'hide' or deliberately instigate anything on the government's behalf. They 
argue that the Museum does not intend to provoke any kind of controversy, and that 
they only wish to reveal the 'truth' of history to the general public, as is the 
Museum's mandate. 
We can note, therefore, that to a certain extent, "The Hong Kong Story" can be 
said to meet the political needs and demands of the government in serving as a 
medium that highlights the historical and cultural development of Hong Kong 
together with its historical linkages with the Mainland. The exhibition therefore 
serves as a channel for local people to equip themselves with an understanding of, 
and identification with, their society and themselves, all the while serving to forge 
people's senses of belonging and identity regarding both Hong Kong and Mainland 
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China. As Anderson (1983) has written, the establishment of a museum characterizes 
the social memory and delineates "imagined communities，，�which carry rich 
symbolic meaning. Thus, in this sense, the Museum has a political nature in that it 
serves to construct the narrative of Hong Kong, and even the Mainland, and 
establishes people's senses of consciousness of and sentiments regarding Mainland 
China. 
The Museum does not, however, construct people's senses of identification, 
identity, and belonging to Mainland China instantaneously and aggressively. The 
exhibition is not attempting to force upon people the idea that they have 'this or that' 
identity, probably because it is better for the Museum to avoid instigating any strong 
sense of doubt or negative feeling among local people by telling them strictly and 
directly that, after the Handover, they are "Chinese" or "Hongkongese". Rather, it 
describes a gradual process and pace to enable an understanding and appreciation of 
local history and culture, and ensure people that Hong Kong and its people have an 
identity and a system of roots. Then, gradually, the exhibition's message leads its 
visitors to an appreciation of the depth of both the cultural and historical 
relationships between Hong Kong and the Mainland. Thus, it is first through 
4 Anderson (1983) suggests that the formation of ethnic groups or other cultural groups is based on an 
idea, an act of imagination. He believes that language, class, religion, and race does not necessarily 
lead to the formation of a distinguishable group. Rather, Anderson suggests, the group's members 
themselves have to undergo a collective act of 'imagination' in order to create such a distinction. This 
is an act which imagines a particular group as an actual entity. 
116 
Analysis: The Museum and the Construction of Identity 
increasing people's knowledge of the local history, and then through the 
encouragement of a feeling of identification with both Hong Kong and the Mainland 
that the Museum articulates its message. I suggest, therefore, that the exhibition 
works to build up people's cultural identities in a gradual and steady way, giving 
assurance to visitors that Hong Kong has an identity, by highlighting certain 
historical episodes, and by urging people develop their own ideas as to just what 
constitutes their own identity. 
Some of the museum staff admitted that the exhibition is intended to promote a 
sense of identity and belonging to Hong Kong and Mainland China; some staff, 
however, denied that this is the case. Some also stressed that the exhibition does not 
set out to help in the construction of cultural identity, or of a sense of "Chinese" 
identity. One Museum staff member even commented that people think too much 
about the issue of identity, and stated that the Museum is only interested in talking 
about history. Most of the staff members interviewed stressed that they did not intend 
to spread any particular kinds of political messages; in general, the consensus was 
that the Museum is merely presenting the history and culture of Hong Kong, and 
does not purposely seek to establish a "Chinese" identity. Whether such a message is 
absorbed, they speculated, totally depends upon how the visitors perceive the 
displays. 
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It should be noted that even the museum staff themselves have different kinds of 
interpretations of the construction of identity in the exhibition. We can see, therefore, 
that the exhibition is, in fact, an entity or institution which is dynamic, controversial， 
and negotiable in character. The differences between the perceptions voiced by the 
museum staff also reveal their individual differences in articulating the cultural 
identity of the Hong Kong people, and of their own selves. Whether some museum 
staff see the exhibition as specifically highlighting the linkages between the 
Mainland and Hong Kong, or whether others see it as simply presenting 'the truth of 
history' without any attempt to advance a theory on the cultural identity of the Hong 
Kong people, it is clear that the exhibition itself does elicit certain disparate 
interpretations from its visitors where the issue of identity construction is concerned, 
as was supported by the visitors' feedback. 
As Watson (1998: 167) has noted, the Hong Kong Museum of History has 
experienced a number of changes owing to the fact that different cultural and 
political groups in Hong Kong now "vie for the power to define a new narrative for 
the former colony". Consequently, we can posit that different parties (like the 
exhibition makers and the visitors to the Museum) are exerting their own roles and 
are "playing different games" in maintaining their cultural identity through the 
exhibition, as Baxandall (1991: 34) advocates. The construction of identity through 
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the exhibition is something that looks 'negotiable' and that follows no strict paths or 
guidelines. Although "The Hong Kong Story" has weathered much criticism for 
being too political in nature and content, the Museum regards this dialogue as a kind 
of positive interactivity and dynamic at play between the exhibition and its visitors. 
As some museum staff repeatedly reminded me: "The exhibition is merely a kind of 
presentation". In their view, "The Hong Kong Story" is just one of many different 
kinds of presentation, and what the exhibition puts forward are only some aspects of 
Hong Kong's history. 
Perhaps, as time goes by, the Hong Kong people may develop more nuanced, or 
otherwise different, kinds of feelings and understandings towards Hong Kong society, 
Mainland China, and their own selves, and will feel more easy and comfortable in 
dealing with the content and central messages of, as well as the sense of identity 
constructed by the exhibition. 
6.5 Conclusion 
This chapter, in short, has discussed the significance of the exhibition in the 
process of the construction of Hong Kong people's cultural identities. It has also 
aimed to demonstrate that the version of history advanced by the exhibition, when 
combined with people's own perceptions of the past, plays a major role in the process 
of identity construction. We can see that a contemporary museum like the Hong 
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Kong Museum of History is an institution dedicated both to making people conscious 
of their past and of their identities, as well as to reinforcing those identities. The 
Museum's representation of the past is an important medium of communication, and 
its permanent exhibition serves as a means of re-creating and presenting the history 
of Hong Kong. The past presented in the Museum therefore not only provokes 
discussion, it also encourages people to question who they are. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 
The museum is a public institution. It is the custodian of society's cultural 
heritage, preserving for posterity what is considered to be representative of that 
society, that culture, and that heritage. By selecting, presenting and interpreting the 
items in their collections, museums have different ways of advancing their own 
particular interpretations of the past. Museum professionals, who are responsible for 
making the collections comprehensible to the museum's visitors, have become 
important figures in shaping exhibitions, in educating people, and even in influencing 
the construction of people's identities. 
In this thesis, I have sought to study the Hong Kong Museum of History's 
construction and negotiation of cultural identity by focusing specifically on its 
current permanent exhibition: "The Hong Kong Story". The thesis analyses not only 
how Hong Kong's history has been reconstructed and interpreted at the Museum, but 
also the process of, and impact on, identity construction among the Hong Kong 
people through the cultural representation of the local history. 
I have adopted Mageo's (2001) and Spitzer's (1999) concepts that the past has a 
crucial influence in building up people's sense of identity as the theoretical 
framework in this study. By examining how and why "The Hong Kong Story" 
establishes a link between the past and the present, this thesis has addressed the ways 
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in which the exhibition reconstructs Hong Kong's history, and also whether such 
reconstructed past has any influence on people's identity. As was seen in the previous 
chapters, the Museum has employed a gradual and steady approach in advancing its 
particular vision of Hong Kong's history and also the role and significance of 
Mainland China in the development of Hong Kong. In so doing, the Museum has 
projected very particular messages to its audience, and has encouraged a feeling of 
identification with Hong Kong and the Mainland. In fact, the way in which the 
Museum presents local history not only reveals how it interprets the past, but also 
how it intends to construct a sense of cultural identity among its local visitors. 
Furthermore, I have also examined how museum visitors of different cultural 
backgrounds react to those reconstructed past. The thesis argues that the museum 
visitors were not passive receivers and unquestioning believers of the reconstructed 
past displayed. Instead, they actively participated in the interpretations of the past. 
Very often, visitors had different interpretations towards the presentation, content, 
and also the messages that are advanced by the exhibition, which are closely related 
to their own sense of identity. 
The active agents in the exhibition 
Apart from using the ideas of Mageo (2001) and Spitzer (1999), I have also 
adopted Baxandall's (1991) notion of "the three active agents" in the exhibition. 
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Baxandall (1991) has labeled the makers of the objects, the ways in which the 
exhibition teams uses to present the displays, and also the visitors as the three active 
agents in an exhibition. He stated that these three agents are taking different parts in 
asserting a sense of identity through the exhibition. In the thesis, I have focused on 
the latter two agents and studied the roles in which they play within "The Hong Kong 
Story" exhibition. 
The thesis shows that meanings are produced through the interactions between 
the views held by other parties like the museum visitors, but not solely the Museum 
authority alone. While the exhibition designers interpreted the past by designing and 
constructing the exhibition based on their own interpretation, visitors also have their 
own perceptions towards the exhibition. We can also note the different ways in which 
visitors view and pick up from the exhibition, and how the past experiences of the 
people guide their interpretations of the museum displays. Visitors' interpretations 
are clearly very closely correlated with their own cultural backgrounds and their own 
sense of cultural identity. For instances, we can note that visitors who identified 
themselves more as "Hongkongese" were concerned mostly with aspects of recent 
Hong Kong's history with which they could more closely identify and recognize; and 
they were more sensitive and resistant to sections that they find overtly political, like 
towards the section that they referred to as emphasizing too much on the importance 
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of the Handover and also the connections with Mainland China. And those visitors 
with a sense of "Chinese" identity tended to 'agree' more with the exhibition, and 
they recognize more with the parts highlighting the linkages between Hong Kong 
and Mainland China. 
Therefore, we can see that the parts played by the museum visitors cannot be 
underestimated or ignored in examining the social and political significance and 
impacts of an exhibition, and also in considering their roles in the construction of 
identities in the museum. The results also demonstrate how one's sense of cultural 
identity, and the perceptions of the past advanced by the museum visitors take their 
parts in the Museum exhibition and in maintaining and fostering their sense of 
identity within the exhibition as well. The followings summarize the other main 
themes that recur through the thesis. 
The politics of presenting histories in museums 
The historical museum is one of the primary institutions for the presentation of 
history to the public. One may argue, however, that what is presented in museums is 
often subject to the political and cultural biases of the small group of people who 
work together to design and present their particular view of the local history. From 
the point of view of these small groups, they have been invested with the authority to 
make such decisions, and have been given the power to make judgments about how 
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the public should leam about the past. 
What is displayed and how it is displayed, the presences and absences of certain 
events or artefacts, may have a critical impact on the general public's perceptions of 
local history and society (the way the museum presents and represents local history). 
The content and messages conveyed by the museum's exhibition are often 
deliberately instilled by the museum staff, and by the government (for example, the 
councillors of the Urban Council). In presenting local history, therefore, the museum 
also exposes the inherent politicality of the presentation of historical knowledge. 
Museum exhibitions construct and highlight a version of the past that is intended to 
be absorbed into our collective memory. By studying them, therefore, we can better 
understand the cultural constructions of meaning that "direct- or misdirect- thinking 
about the past", as Zolberg (1996: 70) mentions. In the case of “The Hong Kong 
Story", a powerful agent in the Museum-based process of identity construction is the 
Museum's staff itself. Its members are ‘authorized，and 'legitimized' to make 
important decision as to what should be put into the display, what should be left out, 
and how the aggregate will be perceived. 
The cultural display of identity 
The afore-mentioned politics of presenting histories in museums is among one 
of the perspectives and focus of attention in museological studies, particularly on the 
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defining source and nature of power, legitimacy and authenticity of the Museum. 
However, of further interest in the thesis is the fact that the 'past', or 'Hong Kong's 
story，，is not merely a physical form of presentation. It is also a kind of cultural 
display of identity, one which appeals to people's subtle sentiments concerning the 
past, since the exhibition's presentation of the past also carries a certain sense of 
nostalgic remembrance, conciliation, and cultural identity. Many of the events 
outlined in the exhibition seem to represent a part of people's lives. The exhibition 
therefore reminds the local people of Hong Kong's historical and cultural 
foundations, and works to further people's awareness about their inherent history and 
culture and to strengthen their senses of self-recognition and cultural identity. 
By comparing the two permanent exhibitions launched in 1991 and 2001, it is 
clear that the contents differed. Such differences are somehow due to political 
reasons. For instance, established before the Handover, the previous exhibition "The 
Story of Hong Kong" underlines much on the development of the modem Hong 
Kong, which maybe owing to the fact that Hong Kong was ruled by the British at 
that time and the colonial government or the Museum would like to tell people more 
about the transformations of Hong Kong since the colonial administration; and the 
current exhibition "The Hong Kong Story", though prepared several years before the 
Handover, was established in 2001. It mentions a great deal more on the history of 
126 
Conclusion 
Hong Kong before being a colony, and hopes the visitors could obtain better 
understanding of local history by highlighting its connections with Mainland China. 
As Watson (1998) indicates, the Hong Kong Museum of History is also, in fact, 
concurrently seeking a history for itself. I suggest, therefore, that the approaches that 
the Museum takes to the history and culture of Hong Kong expose its own particular 
interpretations of local history as well as the vision of cultural identity adopted by the 
Museum's resident professionals in different period of time, and may reflect changed 
cultural identity of the museum staff as well, although further study is required for 
this matter. 
In addition, the exhibition's preservation and presentation of local history and 
cultural heritage carries some symbolic meaning representative of the society at large. 
The Museum's vision of local history and cultural traditions brings out the particular 
character of Hong Kong, an important role for the Museum to play at a time when 
the development of the Museum is also related to the development of the society. 
Tens of thousands of visitors come to Hong Kong every year, especially during the 
current era of intense local tourism development. The Hong Kong Museum of 
History not only has to appeal to these tourists, but the museum exhibition also has to 




Some of the tourists that I interviewed thought that the exhibition articulated the 
view that Hong Kong is extraordinary and captivating, in the sense that it can boast 
various sorts of 'unusual' experiences as well as a rich heritage. To some members of 
the local audience, however, the exhibition is more like a representation, and a 
signifier, of their own selves and identities. We can say, therefore, that, whether as a 
presentation or a reflection, and whether it arouses heated responses and debates or 
not, the exhibition is indeed acting as a medium of communication that projects the 
multiplicities of the society. 
The key message advanced throughout this paper is that history is dynamic. It 
does not merely represent something that has already passed by, but also plays an 
indispensable role for the people of the present. We can see, for instance, that the 
construction of people's cultural identity is closely related to their own historical as 
well as cultural backgrounds. Besides, identity is not definite or singular, but is 
heterogeneous. It is complex in specific meanings and is situational (Mathews 1997; 
Siu 1996; Wu 1994) The Museum, as an institution, makes use of the past in 
encouraging introspection in its audience and in encouraging them to look closely at 
their selves, their society, and even at their country as a whole. I suggest, therefore, 
that the past seems more likely to be a dynamic, cultural product, one which may be 
experienced and interpreted in different ways in different places, under certain 
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circumstances, or by certain groups of people. It is always being created and 
re-created (Urry 1996)，and is always subject to the conditions of its representation. I 
am convinced that the past becomes significant whenever people, out of different 
considerations and concerns, desire to emphasize a particular version or aspect of a 
particular 'past'. The proposition of this thesis is that the exhibition "The Hong Kong 
Story" indeed carries certain weight in the process of identity construction through 
re-creating and maintaining the history of Hong Kong. There may often be other 
reasons for the Museum to preserve and present the past. These reasons may be 
cultural, educational, political or ideological. In summary, through representing and 
maintaining the history of Hong Kong, and building up people's understandings as 
well as recognitions on both the local history and its connections with the Mainland, 
"The Hong Kong Story" makes people conscious of the past and of their identities, 
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